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11

A Tender Conscience and  
a Watchful Heart

Preparatory direction 3: Charge your conscience with 
the guilt of indwelling sin. Not only should you acknowledge 
that it brings guilt upon you, but you should charge your 
conscience with the guilt of its actual risings and out-break-
ings. 

I shall develop this direction with some more specific 
instructions.

First, let us consider indwelling sin in relation to the law 
of God.

Allow the guilt displayed in the holy law to speak to 
your conscience. Lay your particular corruption next to the 
law and let its pressure weigh heavily on your conscience. 
Consider the law in its holiness, spirituality, severity, and 
see if you can stand before it in your corruption. Allow 
the terror of the Lord as displayed in the law to affect you 
greatly. Consider how righteous it is that every one of your 
transgressions should receive a just reward of judgment. 
Perhaps your conscience might seek to escape the ramifi-
cations of this line of reasoning. You might say that you are 
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not under the condemning power of the law and that you 
have been freed from it. There is therefore no need to be 
troubled by it. But, 

(1) Tell your conscience that it cannot be assured that 
you are free from the condemning power of sin while your 
unmortified lust dwells in your heart. Perhaps the law has 
full dominion over you and you are indeed a lost creature! 
It is best to consider seriously what the law has to say. 

Assuredly, he that pleads in the deepest part of his heart 
that he is truly freed from the condemning power of the 
law, and yet purposely allows the least sin or lust to be 
entertained there, cannot upon gospel authority have any 
proof of spiritual security. How can he consider himself 
truly delivered from the very sin that he is entertaining?

(2) The law was commissioned by God to judge sin 
wherever it finds it, and bring it before his throne. Here 
you stand before God and his law has found you out and is 
condemning your sin. If you can plead pardon, that will be 
well and good, but if not, the law will do its work and you 
will be condemned.

(3) The purpose of the law is to discover sin and the guilt 
of it. It should awaken and humble the soul and reveal sin 
in all of its horrible colours. If you are unwilling to deal 
with it on this account, this is an indication of a hard heart 
under the deceitfulness of sin. This is a door that many 
professing believers have entered, which has led them into 
open apostasy. They have claimed deliverance from the law 
so that they might ignore its guidance and direction. They 
do not want to measure their sin by the law any more. Little 
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by little this attitude influences their daily lives, and allows 
their will and affections to run to all manner of abomina-
tions.

It is important, then, for your conscience to pay attention 
to the law as it speaks concerning your lust and corruption. 
If your ears are open, the law will speak with a voice that 
will make you tremble. The law will cast you to the ground 
and fill you with astonishment. If you intend ever to gain 
the victory in mortification, you must tie your conscience 
to the law. Do not allow it to dodge the law’s arrows. Allow 
the law to give you a clear view of your guilt. As King David 
says, ‘My sin is ever before me’ (Psa. 51:3).

Secondly, let us consider sin in relation to the gospel.
Bring your lust to the gospel. Not for relief, but for 

further conviction of your guilt. Look on him whom you 
have pierced, and let it trouble you. Say to your soul, ‘What 
have I done? What love, what mercy, what blood, what grace 
have I despised and trampled on! Is this how I pay back 
the Father for his love? Is this how I thank the Son for his 
blood? Is this how I respond to the Holy Spirit for his grace? 
Have I defiled the heart that Christ died to wash, and the 
Holy Spirit has chosen to dwell in? How can I keep myself 
out of the dust? What can I say to the dear Lord Jesus? How 
shall I hold up my head with any boldness before him? Do 
I count fellowship with him of so little value that, for this 
vile lust’s sake, I have hardly left him any room in my heart? 
How shall I escape if I neglect such a great salvation? 

‘What shall I say to the Lord? His love, mercy, grace, 
goodness, peace, joy, consolation – I have despised all of 
them! I have considered them as nothing, that I might 
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harbour lust in my heart. Have I seen God as my Father, 
that I might provoke him to his face? Was my soul washed 
that there might be room for new defilements? Shall I seek 
to disappoint the purpose of the death of Christ? Shall I 
grieve the Holy Spirit, who has sealed me unto the day 
of redemption?’ Allow your conscience to consider these 
things every day. See if your conscience can resist the way 
in which these considerations aggravate guilt. If this does 
not cause your conscience to sink and melt, I fear that your 
case is very dangerous.

Then let us consider three particular instructions. 

We should love and consider all the benefits we have 
under the gospel. As we cherish our redemption, justifi-
cation and the like, certainly this will aggravate the guilt of 
the corruptions of our hearts.

1. Consider the infinite patience and forbearance of God 
towards us. Consider how he might have been against you 
and made you a shame and reproach in the world. You 
might have been an object of wrath forever. How you have 
dealt treacherously and falsely with him from time to time. 
You have flattered him with your lips, while breaking all 
promises and engagements by holding to the sin you are 
now seeking. He has spared you from time to time and you 
have tested him to see how long he might be patient. Will 
you continue to sin against him? Will you weary him and 
cause him to put up with your corruptions?

Have you not often felt that it seemed impossible that he 
could bear much longer with you? That he might cast you 
off, and be gracious no more? That all his forbearance was 
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exhausted, and that hell and wrath were now prepared for 
you? Yet, despite this expectation, he has returned with visi-
tations of love. Will you yet abide in that which provokes 
the eyes of his glory?

2. How many times have you been at the door of being 
hardened by sin, and then the infinite and rich grace of 
God has recovered you to fellowship with him again? Have 
you not found yourself slipping from the delights of your 
spiritual duties? Has your desire for the ordinances, prayer, 
and meditation begun to vanish? Has the inclin ation to a 
loose and careless walk before God begun to thrive? It is 
amazing that this might happen to those who have been 
rescued from entanglements almost beyond recovery! Are 
you finding yourself delightfully engaged in such ways 
and friendships as are a grief to the Lord? Will you allow 
yourself to drift any further towards the brink of hardness 
of heart?

3. It is important now to consider all God’s gracious 
dealings with you. Consider his providential blessings, deliv-
erances, mercies, and enjoyments that he has given you. Fill 
your conscience with such memories. Do not leave these 
meditations until your heart is strongly influenced with the 
guilt of indwelling corruption. 

Continue with such meditations until you feel the 
wound of your corruptions in your conscience and you 
seek to lie in the dust before the Lord. Unless you can get 
your conscience into such a state, you will not be able to 
gain the victory. As long as your conscience is able to justify 
your failure, your soul will never vigorously attempt the 
mortification of sin.

a tender conscience and a watchful heart
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Preparatory Direction 4: Seek a constant longing and 
thirsting to be delivered from the power of sin. Do not let 
your heart be happy with your present condition, even for 
a moment. 

In natural and civil matters, the desire for change is of no 
value unless it stirs up a person to use the means leading to 
the desired end. It is different, however, in spiritual things. 
The desire, longing, and panting after deliverance is in itself 
a grace which begins to conform the soul to the likeness of 
that which is longed for.

The apostle Paul considers the repentance and sorrow 
of the Corinthians as a work of grace (2 Cor. 7:11). In his 
own case, in Romans 7:24, Paul’s heart breaks forth with a 
passionate expression of the desire to be delivered from the 
power of sin. If this is a Christian’s frame of mind concern-
ing the general state of indwelling sin, should not the desire 
for deliverance be magnified when you add to this the guilt 
of a particular lust or corruption! Be assured, unless you 
long for deliverance you will not find it.

Your longing heart will now watch for all opportunities 
to gain an advantage over its enemy. It will readily fall in 
with all the help it can find to accomplish sin’s destruction. 
A strong desire is the life-blood of praying without ceasing! 
A strong desire sets faith and hope to work, and drives the 
soul in following hard after the Lord. Get your heart into 
a strong longing and panting attitude. Long for, and cry 
out for, righteousness. Remember the example of David: 
‘O God, you are my God; earnestly I seek you’ (Psa. 63:1).

Preparatory direction 5: Consider whether the trouble 
that you are perplexed with is related to your particular 
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make-up and nature. Does your personal constitution 
heighten and cherish some particular sin? A proneness 
to some sins may doubtless lie in the natural temper and 
disposition of individuals. In such a case let us consider 
three things:

(1) This is not in the least a just excuse for the guilt of 
your sin. Some with an open irreverence ascribe gross, 
abnormal tendencies to their make-up. It may even be that 
others deny their own guilt for sin by the same consider-
ation. It is from the Fall and the original depravity of our 
nature that the poison and nourishment of any sin abides in 
our natural temper. David considered his being formed in 
sin (Psa. 51:5) as a further aggravation of his transgression, 
and not a lessening of it. If you are particularly inclined to 
any particular sinful action, it is but the breaking out of 
original lust in your nature, and this should humble you.

(2) If your constitution is particularly prone to give 
way to a particular lust, then Satan and sin have a special 
advantage, and you must, with extraordinary watchfulness, 
care, and diligence, fight to overcome these attacks against 
your soul. Thousands have been on this account hurried 
headlong to hell, who might otherwise at least have gone 
at a more gentle, less provoking, and less mischievous rate.

(3) For the mortification of any sin so rooted in the 
nature of a man, there is one expedient particularly suited 
for him: ‘I discipline my body and keep it under control’  
(1 Cor. 9:27). Bringing the body into subjection can indeed 
assist in mortification. Perhaps because of the papists who, 
in ignorance of the righteousness of Christ and the work of 
his Spirit, have emphasized services and penances without 
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the knowledge of the true nature of sin and mortification, 
others might neglect this kind of means as appropriate. 
But bringing the body into subjection by cutting short 
the natural appetite, by fasting, watching and the like, are 
doubtless acceptable to God and may be done, subject to 
the following guidelines: 

(i) The outward weakening and impairing of the body 
should not be looked upon as a good thing in itself. This 
would make us subject to fleshly ordinances which are not 
true mortification. A man can have leanness of body and 
leanness of soul together. Bringing the body into subjection 
is a benefit only as it leads to the weakening of sin in its root 
and seat.

(ii) Fasting and watching and the like should not be 
looked upon as things which in themselves have the ability 
to produce true mortification. If they were able to do this, 
sin might be mortified without any help of the Spirit by any 
unregenerate person in the world. These disciplines are to 
be looked upon only as means by which the Spirit may, and 
sometimes does, put forth strength for the accomplishing 
of his own work. 

Preparatory direction 6: Consider what occasions 
your sin has taken advantage of to exert itself in the past, 
and watch carefully at such times. This is one part of the 
duty that our blessed Saviour recommends to his dis ciples: 
‘What I say to you, I say to all: Stay awake’ (Mark 13:37). 
Also, ‘Watch yourselves lest your hearts be weighed down 
with dissipation’ (Luke 21:34).

We need to watch against every breaking out of our 
corruptions. David said, ‘I kept myself from my guilt’ (Psa. 
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18:23). He watched all the ways and workings of his iniquity, 
to prevent them, and to rise up against them. This is what 
we are called to do by Scripture when it says, ‘Consider 
your ways’ (Hag. 1:5)! 

Consider what ways, what kinds of company, what 
opportunities, what studies, what occupations, what condi-
tions have at any time given, or do usually give, advantages 
to your sins, and set yourself against them all. Men will do 
this with their bodily infirmities. The season, the diet and 
the air that have proved offensive are avoided. Are the things 
of the soul of less importance? If we dare to dally with the 
occasions of sin, we will dare to sin. He that will venture on 
the temptation to wickedness will venture on wickedness 
itself. Hazael did not think he would ever be as wicked as 
the prophet said he would be (2 Kings 8:13). However, if a 
man will venture on the temptation to be cruel, he will be 
cruel! You might tell a man that he will commit such and 
such sins and he might be surprised. But if he is willing to 
venture upon the occasions that lead to these sins, he has 
little ground left for his confidence.

Preparatory direction 7: Rise mightily against the first 
sign of sin. Do not allow it to gain the smallest ground. Do 
not say ‘Thus far I shall go, and no farther.’ If you allow it 
one step, it will take another. It is impossible to fix bounda-
ries for sin! It is like water in a channel. If it ever breaks out, 
it will flow on through the breach. It is easier to stop it in the 
beginning than after it has begun to run. 

James teaches that sin is progressive (James 1:14, 15). Do 
you find corruption beginning to entangle your thoughts? 
Rise up with all of your strength against it, as if it had 
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already started to overcome you. Consider what an unclean 
thought desires. It desires to have you immerse yourself in 
folly and filth. 

Ask envy what it aims at. Murder and destruction are its 
natural conclusion. Set yourself against it as if it had already 
surrounded you in wickedness. If you do not in this way 
attack temptation, you will not win the battle. If sin gains 
ground in your affections so that you delight in it, your 
understanding will also come to think little of it.






















































