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The Distinction of Grades of Sin in the Book of Concord 
and the Early Lutheran Fathers

J D. H

century fathers, once wrote: “There are various distinctions made
between sins. The principal divisions are into () original and
actual; () into mortal and venial.”³ Because knowledge of these
grades is helpful for the Christian, we will proceed from a
definition of sin to examine the primary categories of sin: the dis-
tinction between original sin and actual sin. Next, we will look at
the different categories of actual sin: the distinction between
venial sin and mortal sin. Lastly, we will touch briefly on the topic
of the sin against the Holy Ghost.

Our concern is, of course, to present the biblical teaching. The
labors of the church to make a faithful confession of the teachings
of Holy Scripture, as well as the Lutheran pastor’s ordination oath
to conform all of his teaching to the faithful exposition of Holy
Scripture contained in the Book of Concord, lead the writer to
center his treatment of the topic in various articles of the Lutheran
Confessions. Because of their faithfulness to Scripture and the
Lutheran Confessions, he will also utilize three writings from the
sixteenth century Lutheran fathers: the  Loci Communes of
Philip Melanchthon, the Loci Theologici of Martin Chemnitz, and
the Compend of Lutheran Theology of Leonard Hutter.⁴

WHAT IS SIN?

If we are going to speak about sin, it behooves us to ask, “What is
sin, anyway?” How should we define it? Holy Scripture tells us,
“Whoever commits sin also commits lawlessness, and sin is law-
lessness” ( John :). Again St. John wrote in his first epistle: “All
unrighteousness is sin” (:). We read in Romans :: “for what-
ever is not from faith is sin.” St. James declared,“Therefore, to him
who knows to do good and does not do it, to him it is sin” (:).
Therefore we see that sin is everything which is not the fruit of
faith, for as Hebrews : tells us, “without faith it is impossible to
please him,” that is, God; without faith every thought, word, and
deed is motivated by something other than fear, love, and trust in
God. Sin is the violation of the law of God; it is unrighteousness
and the failure to do good.

Larson’s Concordance to the Book of Concord lists  occur-
rences of the word sin and  occurrences of the word sins in the
Tappert translation of the Book of Concord. Many of these refer-
ences occur in the context of differentiating original sin from
actual sin (a distinction we will get to shortly), but one rarely
encounters any dogmatic definition of sin per se. In Article  of
the Apology of the Augsburg Confession, Melanchthon cited
Romans :, “Whatsoever is not from faith is sin.” In this con-
text, Melanchthon made the point that every thought, word, or
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T
   C, the concept of sin
seems to be under attack. The most obvious symptom of
the struggle going on within the church is the transforma-

tion of the pastor from a father confessor into an amateur psy-
chologist, which changes his focus from absolving sins to curing
anxieties. The weakening of the whole practice of confession and
absolution within the parish is another sign of a diminished
emphasis on sin. The confessional service—once a standard
practice before a celebration of the Lord’s Supper—has vanished
from the life of the church. Sometimes even the general confes-
sion and absolution is removed from the Divine Service, or it is
so arbitrarily modified by a pastor that it undermines the tradi-
tional general confession’s emphasis on original sin’s pervasive
corrupting influence on the soul.

The situation has deteriorated to the point that some might
even wonder why this article should be printed, or why they should
read it. Shouldn’t the church simply concentrate on proclaiming
the gospel? We read in the Apology of the Augsburg Confession:

The world is full of blasphemies against God, and of wicked
opinions; and the devil keeps entangled in these bands those
who are wise and righteous in the sight of the world. In other
persons, grosser vices manifest themselves. But since Christ
was given to us to remove both these sins and these punish-
ments, and to destroy the kingdom of the devil, sin and
death, it will not be possible to recognize the benefits of
Christ unless we understand our evils (Ap , –).¹

And Martin Chemnitz declared in his Loci Theologici: “the
benefits of Christ cannot be understood if we do not know what
sin is.”² If we are to believe the gospel, we must have knowledge of
the law, and by the law comes the knowledge of sin. As St. Paul
wrote to the Romans: “What shall we say then? Is the law sin?
Certainly not! On the contrary, I would not have known sin except
through the law”(Romans :). Pastoral care requires a knowledge
and exposition of the scriptural teaching concerning sin.

We begin by asking the central question, “What is sin?” —that
is, how do we define the term sin? In addition, on the basis of Holy
Scripture, the church has wisely made distinctions between
different grades of sin. As Leonard Hutter, one of our sixteenth-



Although one will not find the terms “original sin” and “actual
sin” in Holy Scripture, a proper understanding of the distinction
between original sin and actual sin is thoroughly biblical and vital
to grasping the depth of man’s corruption and his need for a
Savior. As we teach in the Apology of the Augsburg Confession:

But the recognition of Original Sin is necessary. For the mag-
nitude of the grace of Christ cannot be understood, unless
our diseases be recognized. The entire righteousness of man
is mere hypocrisy before God, unless we acknowledge that
our heart is naturally destitute of love, fear and confidence in
God” (Ap , ).

The failure of the Roman Church to teach correctly concerning
original sin is intrinsically connected to its failure to teach cor-
rectly concerning the grace of God; as we confess in the Apology
of the Augsburg Confession: “It will not be possible to recognize
the benefits of Christ, unless we understand our evils” (Ap , ).

Because of its centrality to the whole of Christian doctrine, the
article on original sin is given prominent placement in the
Augsburg Confession (Article ), the Apology (Article ), the
Smalcald Articles (Section , Article ), and the Formula of
Concord (Article ). In the Augsburg Confession, the article on orig-
inal sin necessarily precedes the articles on the Son of God (Article
) and Justification (); the sending of the Son of God to atone for
the sins of the world is God’s gracious response to man’s sin. In the
Augsburg Confession, original sin is described as follows:

Since the Fall of Adam, all men begotten according to nature
are born with sin, that is, () without the fear of God, ()
without trust in God, and () with concupiscence; and that
this disease, or vice of origin, is truly sin, even now con-
demning and bringing eternal death upon those not born
again through baptism and the Holy Ghost” (–).

Man is thus born without fear and trust in God—he is born
in a state of violation of the first commandment, and he is born
with concupiscence, which is the desire to sin. The Formula of
Concord explains:

Original Sin (in human nature) is not only such an entire
absence of all good in spiritual, divine things, but that it is at
the same time also, instead of the lost image of God in man,

 

deed of an unbeliever is sinful: “If the carnal mind is enmity
against God, the flesh sins, even when we do external civil works.
If it cannot be subject to the Law of God, it certainly sins even
when, according to human judgment, it possesses deeds that are
excellent and worthy of praise” (Ap , ). In the Formula of
Concord’s treatment of the third use of the law we read: “But sin
is everything that is contrary to God’s Law” (FC SD ,).

In his Loci, Melanchthon defined sin as follows: “Sin is a defect
or an inclination or an action in conflict with the law of God,
offending God, condemned by God, and making us worthy of
eternal wrath and eternal punishments, unless there be forgive-
ness.”⁵ Melanchthon explained that by including “defect or incli-
nation” in this definition, original sin is included, and that by
speaking of “action” all actual sins are also incorporated in this
definition. Chemnitz included Melanchthon’s entire locus on sin
within his own Loci, and Hutter approved of Melanchthon’s
definition.⁶ Indeed, one is hard pressed to imagine a better
definition than that which Melanchthon offers, and so we will let
it stand as our own: Sin is a defect or an inclination or an action in
conflict with the law of God, offending God, condemned by God, and
making us worthy of eternal wrath and eternal punishments, unless
there be forgiveness.

THE FUNDAMENTAL DISTINCTION:
ORIGINAL SIN AND ACTUAL SIN

In his Loci Chemnitz observed that all men have some knowledge
of sin, “For no race is so savage and barbaric that it does not have
some understanding of vices or sins and speaks of them.”⁷ Indeed,
Romans : says that the Gentiles “show the work of the law writ-
ten in their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness, and
between themselves their thoughts accusing or else excusing them.”

Nevertheless, the world’s understanding of sin and its corrup-
tion is woefully inadequate. As Melanchthon explained in his Loci,

But the Church points out the wrath of God and teaches that
sin is a far greater evil than human reason thinks. Nor does
the Church reprove only external actions which are in
conflict with the law of God or reason, as philosophy does;
but it reproves the root and the fruit, the inner darkness of
the mind, the doubts concerning the will of God, the turn-
ing away of the human will from God and the stubbornness
of the heart against the law of God. It also reproves ignoring
and despising the Son of God. These are grievous and atro-
cious evils, the enormity of which cannot be told.⁸

In short, the church teaches, based on Holy Scripture, that the
outward actions (which even unbelieving men recognize as sin-
ful) spring from an inner corruption—a “defect or inclination,” as
was said above in the definition of sin. As our Lord declares in
Matthew :, “But those things which proceed out of the mouth
come from the heart, and they defile a man.” This corruption of
the heart is called original sin. Man’s natural powers detect that
certain actions of man are sinful; Holy Scripture reveals original
sin to be the source of all actual sins. “This hereditary sin is so
deep a corruption of nature, that no reason can understand it, but
it must be learned and believed from the revelation of Scriptures,
Ps. :; Rom. :; Ex. :; Gen. :” (SA  , ).

Sin is a defect or an inclination or an
action in conflict with the law of God,
offending God, condemned by God, and
making us worthy of eternal wrath and
eternal punishments, unless there be
forgiveness.
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Writing in the Smalcald Articles, Luther identified such actual
sin as the “fruit” of original sin (analogous to the way good works
are the fruit of faith):

The fruits of this sin [original sin] are afterwards the evil
deeds which are forbidden in the Ten Commandments, such
as unbelief, false faith, idolatry, to be without fear of God,
arrogance, blindness, and, to speak briefly, not to know or
regard God; secondly, to lie, to swear by [to abuse] God’s
name, not to pray, not to call upon God, not to regard God’s
Word, to be disobedient to parents, to murder, to be
unchaste, to steal, to deceive, etc. (SA  , ).

This understanding of actual sin as the fruit of original sin is con-
sistent with the biblical witness. As St. James observed: “When
desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-
grown, brings forth death”(:). Our Lord declared in Matthew :
“For out of the heart proceed evil thoughts, murders, adulteries,
fornications, thefts, false witness, blasphemies” ().

There is a very close relationship between the corruption
caused by original sin and the fruit of that corruption that is man-
ifested in actual sin. Chemnitz observed that “in adults original
and actual sin are so closely connected that it is not easy for a per-
son to show the precise or mathematical point of comparison (so
to speak) at which the two should be distinguished.” Toward clar-
ifying the respective roles of original sin and actual sin, Chemnitz
set forth the flow from original sin into actual sin in five steps.

And the difference can be even more clearly understood
from the distinction between the degrees of sin which we
have received from antiquity: () an inherent tinder, the incli-
nation or depravity which includes our lack of righteous-
ness; () suggestions or urgings on the part of our thoughts
and emotions, that is, when our original corruption gets into
motion under the impulse of some urging; () pleasure;
() consent; () the work itself.

Of these degrees or steps, the first two apply to original sin
and the other three to actual.¹²

It is important that Christians are correctly instructed con-
cerning the relationship between the sin that is in them from
Adam and the sins which they commit on a daily basis. Again, it
is as we teach in the Apology of the Augsburg Confession: “It will
not be possible to recognize the benefits of Christ, unless we
understand our evils” (Ap , ). If Christians view their own
sinfulness only in terms of discreet, individual acts, rather than

a deep, wicked, horrible, fathomless, inscrutable and
unspeakable corruption of the entire nature and all its pow-
ers, especially of the highest, principal powers of the soul in
understanding, heart, and will; that now, since the fall, man
receives by inheritance an inborn wicked disposition, an
inward impurity of heart, wicked lusts and propensities; that
we all have by nature inherited from Adam such a heart, feel-
ing and thoughts, as according to their highest powers and
the light of reason, are naturally inclined and disposed
directly contrary to God and His chief commands, yea, they
are at enmity with God, especially as to what concerns divine
and spiritual things (SD , –).

Both the Lutheran Confessions and the writings of the fathers
point us to Romans : as a clear passage of Scripture teaching the
doctrine of original sin: “Therefore, just as through one man sin
entered the world, and death through sin, and thus death spread
to all men, because all sinned.” Martin Luther wrote in the
Smalcald Articles, “Here we must confess, as Paul says in Rom.
:, that sin originated from one man Adam, by whose disobedi-
ence all men were made sinners, and subject to death and the
devil. This is called original or capital sin” (, , ). Or as
Melanchthon wrote in his Loci:

If only actual transgressions are sins, then each would be guilty
only of his own deed. Now since it clearly says that we are
guilty because of the transgression of Adam, it testifies that
there is some other sin in nature besides actual transgressions.
And lest this sin be understood as only an imputation of guilt,
the import of the words ought to be noted. “All have sinned,”
[Rom. :ff.] that is, the evil which is sin is passed on to all.⁹

Thus the sin of Adam spreads to all of fallen mankind, and it is, in
and of itself, enough to bring the sinner into condemnation.
Hutter wrote regarding original sin:“Original sin is a natural, con-
tagious disease and imperfection, with which all men are born,
not only causing us to be destitute of the fear of God, and of
confidence in Him, and likewise through wicked desires to be
entirely depraved, but also making us subjects of eternal condem-
nation, unless we are born again.”¹⁰ The Formula of Concord con-
demns Matthias Flaccius’s teaching that man’s substance or
essence is sin; however, it does teach that original sin is “so deep a
corruption of human nature, that nothing healthy or uncorrupt
in man’s body or soul, in inner or outward powers, remains, but,
as the Church sings, ‘Through Adam’s fall is all corrupt, nature
and essence human’” (FC Ep , ).

While original sin pertains to the corruption of the sinner, the
term “actual sin” refers to the sinful thoughts, words, and deeds
through which original sin is expressed in the life of a sinner.
Chemnitz and Hutter approved of Melanchthon’s definition of
actual sin:

Actual sin is every action, whether internal or external, which
conflicts with the law of God; as in the mind, doubts con-
cerning God; in the will and heart, the flames of wicked
desires; and in the members, all motions and actions contrary
to the Divine Law.¹¹

“It will not be possible to recognize
the benefits of Christ, unless we
understand our evils.”
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disappointed the Lutheran fathers, who strongly emphasized it over
against the “once saved, always saved”theology proclaimed by some
of the false teachers of their age.¹³ Chemnitz observed in his Loci:
“For example, in the teaching of the Anabaptists there are some
who clamor that this distinction between mortal and venial sin is a
device of the scholastics. But Scripture does have certain very clear
illustrations of this distinction, so that it cannot be denied.”¹⁴

The point at issue in the distinction between venial and mortal
sins is that there are some sins which are so grievous that they can
cause a person to lose his salvation. Melanchthon observed that
among the unbelievers, all sins are mortal:

It is not necessary for the unregenerate to inquire into the dis-
tinction between mortal and venial sins, because “Whatsoever
is not of faith is sin,” (Rom. :). . . . But for the regenerate
it is necessary to ask the question who has venial sins and why
the fall from these are called mortal sins.”¹⁵

In other words, for the unbelieving, there is no forgiveness of sins,
and so all sins lead to damnation. But for the believers, it is neces-
sary to know what sins will cause a Christian to fall from grace.

We read in Ezekiel :

But when a righteous man turns away from his righteousness
and commits iniquity, and does according to all the abomina-
tions that the wicked man does, shall he live? All the right-
eousness which he has done shall not be remembered; because
of the unfaithfulness of which he is guilty and the sin which he
has committed, because of them he shall die” (Ez :).

Thus the Lutheran Confessions teach, based on Holy Scripture,
that the distinction between venial and mortal sins is found in the
cooperation of the will in the commission of the sin. As Luther
observed in the Smalcald Articles:

it is necessary to know and teach that if saints who still have
and feel original sin, and also daily repent, and strive with it,
fall in some way into manifest sins, as David into adultery,
murder and blasphemy, faith and the Holy Ghost are then
absent from them. For the Holy Ghost does not permit sin to
have dominion, to gain the upper hand so as to be complet-
ed, but represses and restrains it so that it must not do as it
wishes. But if it do what it wishes, the Holy Ghost and faith
are not there present (SA  , –).

This teaching is also emphasized in the article in the Formula of
Concord concerning the righteousness of faith:

We believe, teach and confess that although the contrition
that precedes and the good works that follow, do not belong
to the article of justification before God, yet such a faith
should not be imagined as can coexist with a wicked inten-
tion to sin and to act against conscience (FC Ep , ).

The church chastised the Romanist teachers for claiming that
faith and willful sin could coexist: “The adversaries feign that faith
is only a knowledge of history, and, therefore teach that it can

 

understanding themselves to be thoroughly corrupted by sin,
there is a danger they will minimize sin to the point of consider-
ing it to be merely individual acts to be avoided. Where there is a
biblical understanding of original sin, the Christian begins to
understand the utter hopelessness of the sinner’s plight, apart
from Jesus Christ. Confessing himself to be by nature sinful and
unclean and to have sinned against God by thought, word, and
deed opens the eyes of faith to the poignancy of St. Paul’s words,
“O wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body
of death?” (Rom :).

The great strength of the traditional general confession is that it
reflects a biblical understanding of the nature of the relationship
between original and actual sin. Some pastors have sought to make
confession more “relevant” by replacing the general confession
with a list of specific sins that varies from week to week. There is
certainly a place for a person to confess his individual, actual sins—
privately, to his pastor—and such private confession has a proper
role to play in the church. It is for this reason that Augsburg
Confession Article  says,“Private Absolution ought to be retained
in the churches,”and the Apology of the Augsburg Confession says,
“It would be wicked to remove private absolution from the
Church” (Ap , ). But when the general confession is replaced
by a list of specific sins, we risk depriving God’s people of some-
thing they need: first, to confess that their sinfulness exceeds their
ability to enumerate; and, second, specifically to confess actual sins
that particularly trouble them. The fifth chief part of the Small
Catechism takes for granted that private confession and absolution
will be occurring in the church, and that is the place for specificity:
the Christian confesses the sin that troubles him, and the pastor
absolves him, assuring him that the Lord has forgiven that sin, too.
It is as the Small Catechism teaches: “In the presence of God we
should acknowledge ourselves guilty of all manner of sins, even of
those which we do not ourselves perceive; as we do in the Lord’s
Prayer. But in the presence of the pastor we should confess those
sins alone of which we have knowledge and which we feel in our
hearts.”A biblical understanding of original and actual sin leads us
both to confess ourselves to be thoroughly sinful, and also to have
sinned through specific thoughts, words, and deeds.

THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN 
VENIAL SIN AND MORTAL SIN

Modern Lutherans are not as familiar as their forefathers were with
the distinction between venial and mortal sins. In fact, the distinc-
tion is never mentioned in the  edition of Luther’s Small
Catechism with Explanation published by Concordia Publishing
House. The failure to teach this vital distinction would have greatly

In the case of venial sin, one is dealing
with actual sins where the sinner is not
deliberately acting against conscience.
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The distinction between venial sins (which we often commit
without even being aware of it) and mortal sins (which are sins
against conscience) is well summarized by David:

Who can understand his errors?
Cleanse me from secret faults.
Keep back Your servant also from presumptuous sins;
let them not have dominion over me.
Then I shall be blameless,
and I shall be innocent of great transgression” (Ps :–).

We pray that God would cleanse us from the secret faults that we
may not even understand (venial sin), but we also pray to keep
from presumptuous (mortal) sins.

Comparing different portions of St. John’s first epistle,
Chemnitz draws a useful example of the distinction between mor-
tal and venial sins:

 John :, “If we say that we have no sin, we deceive our-
selves and the truth is not in us”; and yet he says in :,
“Whoever sins has not known God.” These statements
seem to contradict each other, but they are easily recon-
ciled. In ch.  he is speaking of those who have been washed
in the blood of Christ, but still have sin in them. But in ch.
 he is speaking of premeditated sins which thus are a
different kind of sin. Again the same John says in the same
epistle, :, “He who commits sin is of the devil,” and in v.
, “Whoever is born of God does not sin.” Thus John is
demonstrating that there is a difference between having sin
and committing sin. The latter is more serious than the for-
mer, although sometimes they are treated as one. For sin
still clings in all of us, and no one can say that he is
absolutely pure of all sin. Yet the godly through the grace of
the Spirit resist sin. But he who carries out his calling and
brings evil lusts into his work, in a sense is training himself
in the art of sinning.²⁰

The most important thing for us to remember as Christians is
that the door remains open for all who repent and believe in Jesus
Christ as their Savior. David’s adultery and murder offer a striking
example of mortal sin, but his restoration shows us that even
those who fall away in mortal sin can be restored. As we are
promised,“If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive
us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” ( Jn :).
The teaching of the distinction between mortal and venial sins is
fundamentally necessary for pastoral care: first, so that Christians
may understand the nature of sin and the danger that it poses to
their faith, that they would turn to the means of grace for
strengthening against temptation; second, so pastors may proper-
ly rebuke hardened sinners who believe they are “good Christians”
despite their willful sin, and comfort repentant sinners, assuring
them of God’s grace. As Chemnitz observed:

It is beneficial that we always have before us this warning,
for unless we support the Spirit in His struggle against the
flesh, it will be easy for us to fall and lose our salvation. But
by this admonition or the bridles of the Holy Spirit we can

coexist with mortal sin”(Ap , ). In other words, the Romanists
reduced faith to simply assenting to the factual validity of Holy
Scripture, rather than understanding that the faith that saves is a
trust that takes hold of the promises of God. The church responds
to the Romanists:

But since we speak of such faith as is not idle thought, but of
that which liberates from death and produces a new life in
hearts, and is the work of the Holy Ghost; this does not coex-
ist with mortal sin, but, as long as it is present, produces good
fruits (Ap , ).

Again, “Nor indeed is this faith an idle knowledge, neither can it
coexist with mortal sin, but it is a work of the Holy Ghost, where-
by we are freed from death, and terrified minds are encouraged
and quickened” (Ap , ).

In light of the above, Hutter’s definition of mortal sin (again,
borrowed from Philip Melanchthon) seems quite adequate:

In those who have not been born again, every sin is mortal,
whether it be original or actual, internal or external. But in
those who have been born again, a mortal sin is either a fun-
damental error, or an internal action, contrary to the law of
God, committed against conscience, and depriving its sub-
ject of the grace of God, faith and the Holy Ghost.¹⁶

In the case of venial sin, one is dealing with actual sins where
the sinner is not deliberately acting against conscience. “At this
point if you fight against sin so that you do not give way against
your conscience, you shall retain grace and the Holy Spirit.”¹⁷ In
this context, Melanchthon directs his readers to St. Paul’s words in
Romans : “But I see another law in my members, warring against
the law of my mind and bringing me into captivity to the law of
sin which is in my members.” In such a person, sin is not being
willfully tolerated; rather, its unwelcome presence torments the
Christian. As Chemnitz explained,

Therefore there is sin dwelling in us which tries to keep us in
captivity, and those who hold hands with it and are over-
come by it are led to damnation. But if they fight against it
and are in Christ Jesus, even though sin is still in their mem-
bers, yet for them there is no condemnation.¹⁸

In contrast to mortal sin, Hutter defined venial sin as follows:

A venial sin, therefore, is a fall or action of the regenerate,
which conflicts with the law of God, but does not cause the
loss of grace, the Holy Ghost, and faith; for those who have
been born again, in their spirit strive that they may not be led
astray contrary to conscience, and they grieve over their cor-
ruption, and believe that for the sake of their Mediator, God
regards them with favor, and gratuitously forgives them all
their sins, through and on account of Christ.¹⁹

Such is the nature of venial sin, that Luther observed we “should
acknowledge ourselves guilty of all manner of sins, even of those we
do not ourselves perceive, as we do in the Lord’s Prayer.”
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The Sin against the Holy Ghost, therefore, is an intentional
denial of evangelical truth, which has been acknowledged
and approved by conscience, connected with a bold attack
upon it, and voluntary blasphemy of it. For we must
observe that this kind of sin was proved against the
Pharisees by Christ; for, although they were constrained by
the force of the truth uttered by Him, and were convicted
in their consciences by its illumination, yet they raged
against Him by their wicked impiety, to such a degree that
they blushed not to ascribe His doctrines and miracles to
Satan.²⁴

Hutter made the point that this sin is unforgivable “not, indeed,
because of the impossibility of its forgiveness as such, that the
greatness of its guilt exceeds and surpasses the mercy of God and
merit of Christ.” The sin is unforgivable to the sinner, Hutter
explained, because

() He voluntarily forsakes Christ, without whom there is no
sacrifice for sin; () He persistently neglects, despises, and, as
it were, treads under his feet, the instruments or means of
grace, without which no one can obtain forgiveness of sins;
() and lastly. This sin is connected with final hardening of
the heart, so that with confirmed purpose, the sinner at
length knowingly, willingly and recklessly proceeds to attack
and blaspheme that truth which he had at one time
acknowledged.²⁵

CONCLUSION

We have seen that Sin is a defect or an inclination or an action
in conflict with the law of God, offending God, condemned by
God, and making us worthy of eternal wrath and eternal pun-
ishments, unless there be forgiveness. For us to understand the
depth of our wickedness correctly, it is necessary that we recog-
nize that original sin is the fountain from which actual sins
bubble up in in us. Our wickedness is far greater than the sum
total of our actual sins; the heart of man is desperately wicked
on account of Adam’s fall. A correct understanding of original
sin reveals to us the scope of the miracle God accomplishes in
us in holy baptism, forgiving our sin, and granting us grace to
begin turning away from actual sin. The influence of concupis-
cence will be with us throughout this life, however, so that we
will continue to be afflicted by venial sin. Yet the Christian can
by the grace of God avoid mortal sin. All sin needs to be repent-
ed of, and there is a particularly pressing need in the case of a
lapse into mortal sin that we repent and believe again the
promises of the gospel.

My little children, these things I write to you, so that you
may not sin. And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with
the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. And He Himself is
the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also
for the whole world ( John :–).

Soli Deo gloria! LOGIA

 

be kept under control so that we are not drawn into mortal
sin. . . . But if a man is “overtaken in some fault,” (Gal. :⁾,
through the wickedness of Satan and the weakness of his
own flesh, he must seek the remedy in this doctrine and rise
again through repentance.²¹

THE SIN AGAINST THE HOLY GHOST

Our examination of the fundamental distinction of grades of sin
would not be complete without a few words regarding the sin
against the Holy Ghost. Concerning this sin, our Lord says:

Therefore I say to you, every sin and blasphemy will be for-
given men, but the blasphemy against the Spirit will not be
forgiven men. Anyone who speaks a word against the Son of
Man, it will be forgiven him; but whoever speaks against the
Holy Spirit, it will not be forgiven him, either in this age or
in the age to come (Mt :–).

Many pious souls have been concerned regarding the nature of
the unforgivable sin. However, there is no extensive examination
of this in the Lutheran Confessions.

In their private writings, however, there is much agreement
among the Lutheran fathers concerning this sin. Hutter defined it as

a voluntary apostasy or denial of either a portion or the
whole of Gospel truth, made by one who has acknowledged
his faith in it, and who, with deliberate purpose, contrary to
the testimony of his own heart and conscience, hostilely
attacks and despises the ministry of the Holy Ghost, or the
means of grace.²²

Chemnitz agreed, writing in his Enchiridion:

For those who, after they once have been enlightened and
made partakers of the Holy Spirit, knowingly and in obsti-
nate wickedness again deny the acknowledged truth and
completely fall away from Christ, and so persevere therein
that, as it were, they crucify Christ anew, regard [Him] as a
joke, and tread [Him] underfoot, and insult the Spirit of
grace—for those, I say, there remains no remission of sins,
but the prospect of the judgment of God and of eternal fire.
For they do not return to repentance, and without Christ
there remains no offering for sins.²³

Johann Gerhard (–) is also worth citing with regard to
this sin:

The Sin against the Holy Ghost,
therefore, is an intentional denial 
of evangelical truth.

nb



on The Proper Distinction between Law and Gospel emphasize this dis-
tinction. As Walther observed in the thirty-first lecture: “We have already
seen that a distinction must be made between mortal and venial sins. A
person failing to make this distinction does not rightly divide Law and
Gospel” ().
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