
The question of whether sin has degrees is almost a trick question, like the ones that
the religious law experts asked Jesus, trying to catch him in an inconsistency, to
embarrass him. If one sin is greater than another, then maybe God should forgive
some sins more readily than others, when we all know that God simply abhors and
cannot tolerate sin. Yet everyone also knows that some sins, like murder, which is
violent, destructive of another, and permanent, are worse than something like a
momentary lapse into covetousness. How should one think about degrees of sin?

Jesus elevated rather than diminished the problem. Some think Jesus tolerated sin,
looked the other way from it, ignored it. After all, he came to forgive sins, didn’t
he? He partied with sinners, didn’t he? Yet Jesus gave more attention to sins, not
less, at least when the sins were those of the self-righteous religious leaders. He
raged woes at the religious leaders for their hypocrisy, that they pretended to be
holy when instead they were white-washed tombs, filled with deadly sins. Jesus
clearly concerned himself with sin.

Indeed, Jesus gave even greater emphasis to the Ten Commandments than others
had. One breaks a commandment, he said, not just when doing the forbidden act but
even when thinking about doing it, that is, doing it in one’s heart. Thus, to look at a
woman in lust is to already commit adultery with her in one’s heart. To hate one’s
brother is already to murder him in one’s heart. Jesus also used greater emphasis in
how to avoid those sins. He said that one should cut off one’s offending hand or
gouge out one’s offending eye to avoid sin because losing a hand or eye is better
than eternal suffering in hell. Jesus concerned himself deeply with sin.

Yet the Bible also suggests that some sins are indeed worse than others. The Old
Testament law provided different penalties for different sins, from sacrifices to God
or restitution to the one wronged, to casting the sinner out of the faith community,
all the way to death by stoning. Likewise, in the New Testament, Jesus said that
things would be worse for Capernaum for not believing after seeing his miracles
than for notoriously sinful Sodom, indicating that rejecting the Savior is worse than
sins of arrogance and various detestable sins. Jesus also said that on his return,
some would receive many blows, while others few blows, relative punishment for
relative sin. And when he stood before Pilate, Jesus said that the one who had



delivered him to Pilate, the chief priest Caiaphas who knew God’s word, had
committed the greater sin than Pilate would.

The New Testament also labels some sins abominations and debauchery, as if they
might have a different quality than other sins. We learn from 1 Corinthians 6:18 that
we should flee from sexual sin, because it is against one’s own body, while all other
sins are outside the body. In 1 Timothy 1, the apostle Paul especially condemns
killing one’s parents, sexual immorality, and slave trading, among other sins of the
ungodly, unholy, and irreligious. In 1 Corinthians 5:1, Paul names incest as a sin
that even pagans do not tolerate. In Romans 1, Paul writes that God gave the
godless over to depraved minds, to fill themselves with every wickedness and
depravity, like murder, strife, deceit, and malice, and become insolent, arrogant
God-haters, knowing right conduct but approving of those who do wrongs.

These and other passages suggest either degrees of wrong, deserving lesser or
greater punishment, or at least different qualities among wrongs. Indeed, some
Bible figures seem to grow progressively worse in their sin until they reach an end,
like king Saul consulting the Endor medium to bring up the prophet Samuel from
the dead, as a last over-any-line sin just before his death. The betrayer Judas Iscariot
is an even clearer example, stealing money from the common purse being bad
enough, but betraying the Lord Jesus for thirty pieces of silver far worse, followed
promptly by an awful death. King Herod is another example, always a murderous
leader, but who died eaten by worms when he let the crowd say that he had the
voice of a god.

How, then, does one answer the question as to the degrees of sin? First, we must
know that all sin separates us from an entirely holy God. In that sense, ranking sins,
or sorting them according to their various qualities, doesn’t help. We all need the
same Savior whose sacrifice was necessary to cleanse any of us of all sin. Some
don’t need Jesus more than others. We all have the same need of him for the same
reason, which is common sin. Sin leads to death, and so if we do not wish to die,
then we need a Savior who removes all sin, as far as the East is from the West.

On the other hand, some sins appear to lead to greater sins, until the sinner, whether
Judas or Herod or another, fully and finally rejects God. And explicitly rejecting
Christ, when the person rejecting him knows who he is, like Judas, or knows God’s



word, like Caiaphas, is surely a greater sin. No sin but blaspheming the Spirit is
beyond Christ’s cleansing, beyond his redemption. But the Bible warns against ever
greater sins, especially those that make turning to Christ progressively more
difficult or that openly reject him on the clearest evidence of his divinity. Sins of
arrogance and, when pretending righteousness, sins of hypocrisy have a bad quality
that other sins don’t have, and are thus worthy of greater condemnation. Sins that
harm the faith of another are more destructive and so more worthy of
condemnation. Christ warned against causing a child to stumble in faith, saying in
Matthew 18:6 that having a millstone hung around one’s neck to drown in the sea
would be better.

Thus, treat sin according to its specific nature. Pride is not like gluttony, which is
not like covetousness or lying. Each has their own nature of which the sinner must
repent and their own consequence from which the sinner must learn. Yet eschew all
sin. Do not nurture the least sin, for one sin leads to another, and all sin separates
one from God. Sin is lawlessness, rebellion, throwing off God. Treat sin with the
seriousness that it deserves. Jesus died for sin, the greatest possible sacrifice. Turn
from all wrong. Keep a contrite and humble heart, repenting in prayer and
confession. The Spirit continually shows us the sin that remains in our deceptive
hearts.


