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“What is Sin?” 

We have been reading a lot about the light of reason in our bible study on the Gospel of John over the past few weeks, and I think it is important to 
understand how reason plays a part in our understanding of sin and its causes. As Christians, we talk about sin all the time, but do we know what sin 
actually is? We know that breaking any of the commandments would be a sin, yet do we know why? God certainly tells us it is wrong, and we should 
be grateful for the great blessing of divine revelation by which God gives us direct knowledge of His will for us. But there is a deeper understanding 
that can be had, and we can start off this endeavor by going back to “the beginning." We know that sin entered into the world through Adam, and 
this sin is what we refer to as Original Sin. Because of the Fall, which quite literally means a fall from grace, this original sin brought about a loss of 
the supernatural gift of grace. Note that it did not destroy our nature or make it evil. Rather, it left us in a state of being in which our human nature 
was no longer in a state of original justice, but in a state of sin. By state of sin, we mean that we are separated from a relationship with God. Our nature 
is still good in itself because God created us and authored our nature, but our nature alone divorced from God’s grace, is insufficient. The effect of 
original sin left us with what the Church refers to as “concupiscence.” Concupiscence is essentially an inclination to do evil, and this desire is a 
consequence to being, in a sense, blinded to what is truly good for us.  
 
Now to get more definitive, “sin is an offense against reason, truth, and right conscience.” (CCC, 1849). Ultimately, it is an offense against God and 
it turns our nature away from the love of God. When we remove ourselves from God’s grace, we have the tendency to desire what is immediately 
pleasurable to us, instead of desiring the truth and goodness that we were created to partake of. God’s grace, then, is necessary in order to re-order 
our desires toward the objective good. As human beings, we are endowed with an intellect and will in order to know the truth and choose the good. 
Because of our fallen nature, however, it can be difficult to avoid falling into a disordered way of living. In other words, when we live in a disordered 
way, we are living sinfully. Now, there are different ways in which we can speak of sin. Most of us are familiar with the mortal/venial sin distinction 
with mortal sin being a grave violation of God’s law with full knowledge and complete consent (CCC, 1859), and venial sin being a less serious matter, but 
one which weakens our will and damages our relationship with God by habitually desiring God less and less, in favor of a desire of self. But if we go 
a little further, we can also understand sin with a distinction between material and formal sin. A material sin is a disordered act that is objectively 
wrong, but the knowledge of its wrongness is unknown. A formal sin is a disordered act that is objectively wrong, and its wrongness is known by the 
sinner. In other words, the person commits a sin (formally) when he knows it is wrong – bringing about a personal guilt on the soul, and a person sins 
(materially) when he does not know that it is wrong – which does not incur personal guilt. This is why the Church says that in order for a person to 
have the guilt of sin, a person must have willingly chosen to commit it with full knowledge. Why is this distinction important? It is important because 
it helps us to see that even if a person does not sin formally (they know not what they do), it is still materially wrong, and it still brings about a negative 
effect despite the person’s lack of knowledge. For example, if I do not know that being in a same-sex relationship is against the will of God, this act 
does not immediately damage my relationship with God, but the harmful effects will still be carried out due to the fact that it is objectively wrong (i.e., 
against the will of God).  
 
We can now confidently say that sin is irrational and disordered for us as human beings. Our nature is to be rational, and when we choose to do things 
that are contrary to reason, we create a situation in which we separate ourselves from God, and thereby concoct impediments to our human happiness. 
For this reason, we need the help of God, through a cooperation with his grace, in returning our nature to perfection by avoiding sin at all costs.  
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