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What is Sin?  
 

Gathering prayer 
 
O God, give us grace to set a good example to all among whom we live, to be just and true in all 
our dealings, to be strict and conscientious in the discharge of every duty; pure and temperate in 
all enjoyment, gracious and generous and courteous toward all; so that the mind of Jesus Christ 
may be formed in us and all may know that we are his disciples; in whose name we pray. Amen.1 
 

Hearing the word 
 
Romans 3:19Ð31 
 

Considering the word 
 
Silence 
 
Reflection and Discernment 
 
¥ What did you hear? 
¥ Is there a word of God for us? 
 
DISCUSS 
 
¥ Describe a time when you felt forgiven. 
 

What is sin? 
 
Sin is a fundamental issue in Lutheran theology. Law and gospel steadfastly call people to pay 
attention to this fundamental problem of human existence. Human beings, individually and 
collectively, are much inclined to underestimate the destructive power of sin, to overestimate 
human capacity to handle guilt on our own, and to underestimate GodÕs ability to forgive and 
transform. While the word ÒsinÓ is used frequently in theology, worship, teaching and prayer, 
what it means may not be as clear as is sometimes assumed. When the conversation goes deep 
enough, the question arises ÒWhat is sin?Ó 
 
One might say that the definition of sin involves two interrelated concepts: 
 
 Sin is disobeying GodÕs law; and 
 Sin is misdirected trust. 
 
                                                 
1 ÒVocation in daily lifeÓ EvLW, page 82. 
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The section below is an opportunity to consider how each of these concepts affects our 
understanding of sin. 
 
The law names GodÕs expectations; therefore, sin is disobeying GodÕs law. The Greek word 
Harmartia is the most common word for ÒsinÓ in the New Testament; the root of the word means 
to miss the mark, target or road.2 Where the target is GodÕs will, sin is to miss the target. Where 
sin is to GodÕs way, sin is to take the wrong road. A basic summary of the law is the Ten 
Commandments and throughout the churchÕs history they have been used for prayer, confession, 
repentance, renewal and reflection. Jesus, Paul and James all summarize the law by quoting 
Leviticus 19:18: Love your neighbour as yourself.3 JesusÕ words come in response to a question 
asking which Commandment was first of all, and he names the importance of loving God and 
loving neighbours. On these two Commandments hang all the law and the prophets.4 The love 
that is called for here is agape; a compassionate and generous action, rather than a sentimental 
feeling.5 
 
Disobeying GodÕs law reveals something in human life: a lack of trust in God. Therefore, sin is 
misdirected trust. The ELCA Study of Human Sexuality articulates that: 
 

In the Lutheran tradition, however, we are urged to go deeper and consider sin in even 
broader terms than any list of wrong actions. The Book of Concord builds on ScriptureÕs 
insistence that human sinfulness is not essentially about a list of wrong behaviours, but 
rather about mistrust in God. Sin is, essentially, defined in two ways in the Lutheran 
tradition: First, sin is being Òcurved in on oneÕs selfÓ or self-obsessed. Secondly, sin is 
misdirected trust and desire (called ÒconcupiscenceÓ in classic texts). The Large 
CatechismÕs discussion of the First Commandment, for instance, claims that placing 
oneself above God or GodÕs intentions for the restoration of all creation amounts to a sin 
of idolatry. Sin is, essentially, mistrust or misdirection of oneÕs desires toward self-
gratification or self-assertion at the expense of others. It is ignoring GodÕs calling to 
service and love.... 
 
This Lutheran insight about the reality of sin within both oneÕs action and personal 
identity takes the discussion of sexuality deeper, for it means that Òsexual sinÓ can occur 
even within marriage. Sexual activity within marriage is sinful if it is self-centered and 
does not express genuine love and respect of the spouse. Such an understanding of sin 
removes sexuality from a simple list of Òsinful lustsÓ and should challenge us into a 
deeper understanding of sinÕs pervasiveness and complexity.6 

 
Disobeying particular laws might be described as a symptom of misdirected trust; a symptom of 
operating out of selfishness. The abundance of misdirected trust and harmful actions is a painful 
reality of life in this world. 
 
 
                                                 
2 SIN, SINNERS, The InterpreterÕs Dictionary of the Bible, Abingdon Press, 18th printing 1991, vol. 4, page 371. 
3 See Matthew 22:34Ð40, Mark 12:28Ð34, Luke 10:27, Romans 13:9, Galatians 5:14, James 2:8 
4 Matthew 22:40 
5 Session 2, Page 2 
6ELCA study, pages 20Ð21 
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DISCUSS 
 
¥ What does the word ÒsinÓ mean to you? 
¥ What are the implications of looking at sin in terms of Òdisobeying GodÕs law?Ó 
¥ What are the implications of looking at sin in terms of Òmisdirected trust?Ó 
 

Sexuality and sin 
 
To begin with a core source, several commandments speak directly of matters of sexuality: 
Honor your father and your mother,.... You shall not commit adultery. ... you shall not covet your 
neighbour's wife,...7. In the Small Catechism, Luther writes that You shall not commit adultery 
means that ÒWe are to fear and love God, so that we lead pure and decent lives in word and deed, 
and each of us loves and honors his or her spouse.Ó8 GodÕs expectations are concerned with 
matters of family, marriage and sexuality. Other commandments also have implications for 
living faithfully in matters of sexuality. The first commandment, you shall have no other gods 
before me, is a call for God to be Lord of all dimensions of disciplesÕ lives, including sexuality. 
Remembering the Sabbath will root reflections and choices in matters of sexuality in a life of 
prayer and worship. You shall not murder, as Luther describes, is a command Òto fear and love 
God, so that we neither endanger nor harm the lives of our neighbours, but instead help and 
support them in all of lifeÕs needs.Ó9 When reflecting on life in relationship, this commandment 
offers much to consider in terms of confession and of opportunity for service. 
 
Some biblical passages articulate high standards for disciples living a life of faith. For example, 
in the ÒSermon on the Mount,Ó Jesus says: 
 

ÒYou have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ÔYou shall not murderÕ; and 
Ôwhoever murders shall be liable to judgment.Õ But I say to you that if you are angry with 
a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment; and if you insult a brother or sister, 
you will be liable to the council; and if you say, ÔYou fool,Õ you will be liable to the hell of 
fire,.... 
 ÒYou have heard that it was said, ÔYou shall not commit adultery.Õ But I say to you that 
everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his 
heart.Ó10 

 
In this passage, Jesus raises the bar on the kind of behaviour expected from disciples. In pointing 
out the connection between internal thoughts and feelings and sin, Jesus articulates that sin can 
be directed both toward behaviour and toward attitude of the heart. This high standard of 
expectation may encourage a deeper confession of sin. What confession do we make in the light 
of GodÕs high expectations? This high standard may also inspire vision for mission. Knowing 
GodÕs forgiveness, what possibilities come to mind for doing good works in the light of GodÕs 
expectations? 
 

                                                 
7 Exodus 20:12, 14, 17 
8 Small Catechism, ÒThe Ten Commandments,Ó EvLW, Page 1160 
9 Small Catechism, ÒThe Ten Commandments,Ó EvLW, Page 1160. 
10 Matt 5:21Ð22, 27Ð28 
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DISCUSS 
 
¥ What is your response to JesusÕ words about adultery and murder? What feelings and thoughts 
are stirred in you? 
 

Law and gospel 
 
One might say that Lutherans find it difficult to speak about sin without speaking about 
forgiveness. Sin can be forgiven; because God forgives by grace through faith in Jesus Christ. 
Sin is harmful because it disrupts our relationship with God. This relationship can be restored 
because God acts. The proclamation of law and gospel is ultimately intended to focus on 
humanityÕs relationship with God. At the heart of this relationship is GodÕs steadfast love for 
humanity, individually and collectively. 
 

Confession 
 
Disciples approach sin with a sense of humility, for Òall have sinned and fall short of the glory of 
God.Ó We all need GodÕs grace. Confession is a discipline that helps us be connected to the 
reality of sin and the reality of forgiveness. In the Small Catechism, Luther invites people to 
consider their relationships and roles in the context of confession: 
 

Here reflect on your place in life in light of the Ten Commandments: whether you are a 
father, mother, son, daughter, master, mistress, servant; whether you have been 
disobedient, unfaithful, lazy, whether you have harmed anyone by word or deed; whether 
you have stolen, neglected, wasted or injured anything.11 

 
Each person has a responsibility to name the sins in his or her own life; this includes honestly 
admitting how these sins affect their neighbours. Luther encourages people to focus on the sins 
Òof which we have knowledge and which trouble us.Ó12  
 

Good works 
 
Disciples approach good works with an awareness of trust toward God. There is much that is 
important, valuable and meaningful about discovering opportunities to do good. At the same 
time, good works need to arise from a trusting relationship with God. Two beliefs are 
fundamental. First, good works do not save a person: 
 

We begin by teaching that our works cannot reconcile us with God or obtain grace for us, 
for this happens only through faith, that is, when we believe that our sins are forgiven for 
ChristÕs sake, who alone is the mediator who reconciles the Father.13 

 

                                                 
11 Small Catechism, ÒHow People are taught to confess,Ó EvLW, page 1165 
12 Ibid., page 1165 
13 The Augsburg Confession, Article XX, quoted in Tappert  page 42 
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Second, good works are important and arise spontaneously as disciples respond to GodÕs holy 
love and grace: 
 

It is also taught among us that good works should and must be done, not that we are to 
rely on them to earn grace but that we may do GodÕs will and glorify him. It is always 
faith alone that apprehends grace and forgiveness of sin. When through faith the Holy 
Spirit is given, the heart is moved to do good works.14 

 
When the ELCIC says that it wants to be a church In Mission for Others, it is saying that it wants 
good works to spontaneously and joyfully arise among us because disciples are well nourished in 
law and gospel, and because the Holy Spirit is moving their hearts. 
 
As human beings, not only do we get into trouble when we are inappropriately self-serving, but 
also when we make mistakes trying to do the right thing. Failure to do what we know to be right 
is just as sinful as doing what is wrong. The reality is that there are a lot of people to love in the 
world, and we are limited in time, resources, foresight and wisdom. There are moments when 
showing love for one neighbour may cause us to be unable to show love for another neighbour. 
Seeking to actively follow one commandment, may present choices that challenge our capacity 
to follow another. Attention for one person prevents us from giving attention to another. It is a 
dilemma. Even when we want to show love, no choice allows us to show pure love for all 
people. GodÕs grace rescues us from this dilemma. God redeems our attempts to love, full of 
mixed motives, and uses them to be a witness to the world. 
 

Current context 
 
In some ways, ÒsinÓ is not a particularly popular word in our dominant culture today. Certainly, 
sin is active in our society, and sin is important to our theological understandings and reflections. 
Using the word ÒsinÓ holds significant potential to communicate judgement. This judgement may 
be self-directed, or it may be directed toward others. The judgement may be intentional, as in 
Òthese actions are wrong.Ó And judgment may be unintentional, where in seeking to reflect on 
circumstances, the words used may leave some people feeling judged by the words that are 
chosen. Sometimes when people react to the word sin, it is because of real life experiences of 
feeling judged by the church. The point is that using the word sin may shut down conversations 
before they get started. Because sexuality is complex and personal, words experienced as 
judgemental may feel hurtful in very personal ways. Into this context, the church seeks to bring 
its faithful witness. 
 
St. Paul writes ÒAll things are lawful,Ó but not all things are beneficial. ÒAll things are lawful,Ó 
but not all things build up. Do not seek your own advantage, but that of the other.15 In seeking to 
be a church In Mission for Others, the ELCIC is called to live PaulÕs words. Actions have an 
effect. Not speaking up about sin can allow damaging behaviour to continue. Speaking up can 
communicate judgement about a person instead of about behaviour. Exercising freedom can have 
a negative impact on others; Paul challenges the church to take into account the effect our actions 

                                                 
14 Ibid., page. 45 
15 1 Corinthians 10:23Ð24 
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have on others. The goal is to [speak] the truth in love,16 in ways that equip people for ministry 
and build up the body of Christ. The goal is to find words and actions that show true compassion 
and offer faithful witness to the gospel.  
 
John 8:1Ð11 tells the story of the woman caught in adultery. A crowd drags the woman before 
Jesus and points out to him that the normal punishment for this sin is death by stoning. Jesus is 
quiet and the crowd natters on until Jesus finally says, ÒLet anyone among you who is without sin 
be the first to throw a stone at her.Ó (verse 7.) Slowly the crowd disperses, with the elders 
leaving first, until the woman and Jesus are left alone. Having established that there is now no 
one left to condemn the woman, Jesus says, ÒNeither do I condemn you. Go your way, and from 
now on do not sin again.Ó (verse 11.) 
 
The crowd approached the situation with only the law. Jesus responded to the law with the 
gospel. Relationship with Jesus transforms. Through the words of Jesus, the crowd is able to let 
go of its fury and make a different choice. This shift was needed both within individuals and for 
the collective attitude of the public assembly. Through the action of Jesus, the womanÕs life is 
spared, and she receives a taste of love, a fresh start, and a command to leave her sin behind. 
Jesus transforms the harsh words of scripture that they might become good news for the woman, 
for the crowd and for the community. 
 
DISCUSS 
 
¥ Describe a time when talking about ÒsinÓ enhanced your conversation and your witness? 
!"How do you respond to the idea that moral laws or traditional norms may not always provide 
the most life-giving answer to an issue of sexuality? What about this concept do you find 
disturbing? Helpful?#$ 
 

Community discernment and disagreement 
 
For individuals and communities rooted in scripture, ethical discernment is an ongoing process. 
Throughout the ages, changing contexts call church communities to faithful discussion and 
prayer, and to make decisions regarding what is, and is not, acceptable behaviour for disciples. 
Ethical discernment was happening in the early church. When Paul hears from the Corinthian 
church that a man is living with his fatherÕs wife, he calls for strong upholding of the law: if the 
behaviour does not cease, remove the person from the church.18 When faced with questions of 
circumcision, PaulÕs message is that faith in Christ does not require following this law.19 And 
when faced with questions of meat sacrificed to idols, Paul challenges both sides to reconsider 
their perspectives. He suggests one side is weak in faith, and calls on the other side not to do 
anything to intentionally injure a fellow disciple.20 
 

                                                 
16 Ephesians 4:1Ð15 
17 ELCA Studies on Sexuality: Journey Together Faithfully, part 3, page 25. 
18 I Corinthians 5:1Ð13 
19 Galatians 5:7Ð13, for example. 
20 I Corinthians 8:1Ð13 
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Is it possible that two Christians could come to different conclusions about the moral response to 
the same set of circumstances? A quick answer is Òyes.Ó Christians join different political parties 
and express different opinions all the time. A longer answer is that the church takes moral and 
ethical issues very seriously. The church can endure, and sometimes even cherish, diversity of 
opinion to a point. Usually, ethical discernment is seeking common ground, in order to help 
guide the actions and witness of disciples and a faith community. While always remaining 
deeply aware of grace and forgiveness, what often feels to be at stake in ethical discernment is 
duty to God, appropriate care of neighbour, and the effectiveness of proclamation of the gospel. 
 
Nevertheless, there are many times when church groups large and small find themselves in the 
midst of painful disputes over lists of sins and articulation of acceptable practice for disciples. 
Much of the time, the two (or more) sides in a debate have a sense that they are living out the call 
of the Scriptures. Such times call for mutual respect, listening and opportunities to be surprised 
by God speaking through the Bible. As noted in session one, the capacity to Òhonour people who 
disagree with us but continue to talkÓ is important for discerning communities seeking to be 
faithful in a complex world.21 Unity comes from Christ and it is a gift from Christ. When 
disciples disagree regarding deeply held convictions, unity is questioned and it becomes 
tempting to question the integrity of the faith of another. What if our unity in Christ demands an 
ongoing journey together in fellowship as the church faces the complexity of context? This is not 
a plea to ignore the pain and difficult implication of disputes. Rather, it is a high call to honour 
the faith in another. Everyone is challenged to consider deeply their own opinions in the light of 
scripture and prayer. Everyone is asked to humbly recognize that oneÕs own convictions might 
be wrong. It is a call to continue to seek understanding of why a sister or brother in Christ has 
come to a different conclusion than oneÕs own. When communities have disagreements, much 
energy is spent on persuading others to join the correct side; at some point in the process, 
consideration might be given to investing some of this energy in seeking to better understand 
how and why the ÒotherÓ side formed its perspectives. 
 
DISCUSS 
 
¥ What do you find challenging about continuing to honour and converse with people of different 
convictions? 
¥ What do you find hopeful about continuing to honour and converse with people of different 
convictions? 
 
 

Listening to the whisperings of the spirit 
 
Personal reflections: 
 

¥ What happened for you during this session? 
¥ My insights into my life are. . . 

                                                 
21 Timothy Wengert prepared two documents on ÒBound ConscienceÓ for the ELCA: 1. Reflections on the Bound Conscience; 
and 2. FAQ on Bound Conscience.  www.elca.org/What-We-Believe/Social-Issues.aspx  The papers offer a historical perspective 
on respect for the convictions of another. Some will offer an academic critique of these. The ELCIC Task Force commends the 
papers to this church as thought provoking reading. 
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¥ My insights into life and mission of my congregation are. . . 
¥ My insights into the life and mission of the wider church are. . . 
¥ In light of this session, questions that need to be explored are. . . 
¥ Insights I would like to share with the ELCIC Human Sexuality Task Force are. . . 

 
 

Feedback for the ELCIC Task Force  
(form provided in appendix #1.) 
 
¥ Having considered this session, what observations might help the ELCIC as it develops a social 
statement on human sexuality? 
 

Closing prayer 
 
Give thanks for: Forgiveness 

  Teachers and mentors who help you to understand GodÕs ways 
  Leaders who speak the truth in love 
  Those who offer an evangelical and effective witness to the world 

 
Pray for:  A deeper understanding of sin 

  Those who are harmed by the sins of others 
  Those who despair 
  The teaching ministry of your congregation 

 
Offer your own prayers: 


