
WHAT IS SIN AND ITS EFFECTS ON OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD  
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The Catechism reminds us, “Sin is an offense against reason, truth, and right conscience; it is failure in genuine 
love for God and neighbor caused by a perverse attachment to certain goods.  It wounds the nature of man and 
injures human solidarity.  It has been defined [by St. Augustine] as ‘an utterance, a deed, or a desire contrary to 
the eternal law'” (#1849). 
 
Sin is a break in a relationship thanks to our words, thoughts, actions, and inactions. My lie caused a small rupture 
in my web of relationships. It was a wound to myself, to others, and perhaps even to God. God’s grace—reckless 
love that is healing, and empowering—brings us out of the depths of sinning and into our authentic selves. God 
reminds us who we are and how to love. 
 
Sin is an offense against God: "Against you, you alone, have I sinned, and done that which is evil in your sight." Sin 
sets itself against God's love for us and turns our hearts away from it. Like the first sin, it is disobedience, a revolt 
against God through the will to become "like gods," knowing and determining good and evil. Sin is thus "love of 
oneself even to contempt of God." In this proud self- exaltation, sin is diametrically opposed to the obedience of 
Jesus, which achieves our salvation. (#1850) 

The Catechism of the Catholic Church categories individual sinfulness into venial and mortal sins. These two kinds 
of sins each injure the core component of being human—the ability to love God and to love others. They are 
choices that we make that either wound (venial) or seek to eviscerate and destroy (mortal) our very ability to 
love.  

In the First Letter of St. John, we read, “…All wrongdoing is sin, but not all sin is deadly” (5:17).  The notion of a 
“deadly” or mortal sin is found in other parts of Sacred Scripture as well:  For instance, St. Paul in Galatians (5:19-
21) asserted, “It is obvious what proceeds from the flesh:  lewd conduct, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, 
sorcery, hostilities, bickering, jealousy, outbursts of rage, selfish rivalries, dissensions, factions, envy, 
drunkenness, orgies, and the like.  I warn you, as I have warned you before:  those who do such things will not 
inherit the kingdom of God!”  (Confer also Romans 1:28-32, I Corinthians 6:9-10, and Ephesians 4:3-8).  Therefore, 
Sacred Scripture explicitly identifies certain sins which kill the grace of God in our soul and deprive a person of 
eternal salvation. 
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The Catechism presents the three criteria that must be satisfied for a sin to be mortal:   
 

 First: the act committed must be considered grave or serious matter.  Mortal sins are heinous in the eyes 
of God.  Throughout the moral section of the Catechism, sins are noted as “gravely sinful”:  for example, 
“The fifth commandment forbids direct and intentional killing as gravely sinful” (#2268). 

 Second: the sinner must have full knowledge of the sinful character of the act; in other words, he must 
be acting with an informed intellect and must know this act violates God’s eternal law.   

 Third: the sinner must give full consent of the will, meaning that he has reflected on doing the action and 
deliberately wants to do it. 

 
Mortal sin destroys our union with God and the presence of sanctifying grace in our souls.  Because these are 
heinous actions in the eyes of God, for a person to knowingly and willingly commit them indicates a turning away 
from the love of God.   
 
1874 To choose deliberately - that is, both knowing it and willing it - something gravely contrary to the divine law 
and to the ultimate end of man is to commit a mortal sin. 
 
Anyone conscious of a mortal sin must undergo an interior conversion and then receive forgiveness and 
absolution through the Sacrament of Penance.  Until making a good confession and receiving sacramental 
absolution, anyone conscious of being in a state of mortal sin cannot receive Holy Communion, except under 
extraordinary circumstances, e.g. no possibility of going to confession (cf. Catechism, #1457).  Moreover, an 
unrepentant person guilty of mortal sin objectively risks eternal damnation in hell; however, “although we can 
judge that an act is in itself a grave offense, we must entrust judgment of a person to the justice and mercy of 
God” (Catechism, #1861). 
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1862 Venial sin denotes either an act of a less serious matter, or one which involves grave matter but is 
performed without full knowledge or complete consent of the will.   
 
1875 Venial sin constitutes a moral disorder that is reparable by charity, which it allows to subsist in us. 
 

Venial sin weakens charity; it manifests a disordered affection for created goods; it impedes the soul's progress 
in the exercise of the virtues and the practice of the moral good; it merits temporal punishment. Deliberate and 
unrepented venial sin disposes us little by little to commit mortal sin. However venial sin does not break the 
covenant with God. With God's grace it is humanly reparable. "Venial sin does not deprive the sinner of 
sanctifying grace, friendship with God, charity, and consequently eternal happiness."134 

 

While he is in the flesh, man cannot help but have at least some light sins. But do not despise these sins which 
we call "light": if you take them for light when you weigh them, tremble when you count them. A number of 
light objects makes a great mass; a number of drops fills a river; a number of grains makes a heap. What then is 
our hope? Above all, confession.135 
 
1864 "Therefore I tell you, every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven men, but the blasphemy against the Spirit 
will not be forgiven."136 There are no limits to the mercy of God, but anyone who deliberately refuses to 
accept his mercy by repenting, rejects the forgiveness of his sins and the salvation offered by the Holy 
Spirit.137 Such hardness of heart can lead to final impenitence and eternal loss. 
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1865 Sin creates a proclivity to sin; it engenders vice by repetition of the same acts. This results in perverse 
inclinations which cloud conscience and corrupt the concrete judgment of good and evil. Thus sin tends to 
reproduce itself and reinforce itself, but it cannot destroy the moral sense at its root. 
 
1866 Vices can be classified according to the virtues they oppose, or also be linked to the capital sins which 
Christian experience has distinguished, following St. John Cassian and St. Gregory the Great. They are called 
"capital" because they engender other sins, other vices.138 They are pride, avarice, envy, wrath, lust, gluttony, 
and sloth or acedia. 
 
1868 Sin is a personal act. Moreover, we have a responsibility for the sins committed by others when we 
cooperate in them: 
- by participating directly and voluntarily in them; 
- by ordering, advising, praising, or approving them; 
- by not disclosing or not hindering them when we have an obligation to do so; 
- by protecting evil-doers. 
 
1869 Thus sin makes men accomplices of one another and causes concupiscence, violence, and injustice to 
reign among them. Sins give rise to social situations and institutions that are contrary to the divine goodness. 
"Structures of sin" are the expression and effect of personal sins. They lead their victims to do evil in their turn. 
In an analogous sense, they constitute a "social sin."144 
 
St. Teresa of Avila said, “Always fear when some fault you commit does not grieve you.  For in regard to sin, 
even venial, you know that the soul must feel great sorrow….  For the love of God, take care never to grow 
careless about venial sin, however small….  There is nothing small if it goes against so great a sovereign.” 
 
As we continue our spiritual journey in this life, we must not only renew each day the “fundamental” choice we 
have made for our Lord, but also repent of any sin and turn to our Lord for forgiveness.  
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