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Catholic Christians and Protestants have different understandings on the effects of sin. Protestant 
Christians get their understanding from Martin Luther and John Calvin who taught imputed 
righteousness instead of infused righteousness. These early Protestants taught that we are “hidden” by 
Christ so God can’t see our sins and we are incorporated into God's family with no way to lose that. 
This new theology denies our free will which allows us to walk away from God’s family like in the 
story of the Prodigal Son who later repented and returned to God’s family.

The Catholic Church follows the understanding of sin inherited from the Jews. When the Jews sinned 
they would go to the Temple and confess their sins to the Priest there. After confessing they would 
offer something back to God in atonement for their sins. The Bible teaches that Baptism washes all 
previous sin away (Acts ch2 and 22). If you sin after that you must confess your sin and do something 
to restore your relationship with Jesus and the Church. Through Baptism we are incorporated into the 
family of God. When we sin, God does not kick us out. Instead, using our Free Will, we are like the 
prodigal son (Luke ch15) who walks away from God's family. Reconciliation is the feast the Father 
throws welcoming us back to the family of God. The Catholic Church does recognize that some of us 
are predestined for Heaven but does not specify a way to identify them. Baptism incorporates us into 
the Body of Christ. When we sin it affects the Body of Christ like an infection. When we confess our 
sins, Jesus forgives our sins, through the Priest, which is like putting a Band-aid on our sin and He 
remembers it no more. Our penance is the healing process that restores our sanctity in the Body of 
Christ because nothing un-clean can enter Heaven (Rev ch21). 

Jesus taught that we had to keep the 10 Commandments in Matthew chapter 16 and Luke chapter 18 to 
have eternal life. In Galatians chapter 5 Paul writes “Now the works of the flesh are obvious: 
immorality, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, hatreds, rivalry, jealousy, outbursts of fury, acts 
of selfishness, dissensions, factions, occasions of envy, drinking bouts, orgies, and the like. I warn you, 
as I warned you before, that those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.” This shows
that we need to lead Holy lives to go to Heaven or at least have our Holiness restored through 
confession. 

Catholics follow the Bible and distinguish between Mortal and Venial sins based on 1 John chapter 5. 
Mortal sins are those that go against the 10 commandments and are done with full knowledge and 
consent of our will. They must be confessed for forgiveness. Venial sins are lesser sins that can be 
washed away with Holy Water before Mass and receiving the Eucharist. If a venial sin is repeated 
often, it can rise to a mortal sin and should be confessed to break the habit through the Grace given 
through the sacrament. All sin is an offense against God and should be avoided.

In the book of Leviticus chapter 19 we learn how the Jews had to reconcile sins by confessing to Priest 
and offering a sacrifice acting as a mediator for the repentant sinner. In 2Samuel chapter 11 and 12 we 
find the story of David, Bathsheba, Uriah and the Prophet Nathan. David commits adultery with 
Bathsheba, Uriah’s wife, and then has Uriah killed in battle. The Prophet Nathan confronts David and 
he confesses his sin to Nathan. Nathan tells David that God has put away his sin, but for his 
punishment, the child he created with Bathsheba while she was still married to Uriah will die. This 
shows that there is always something that must be done in reparation for sin even after forgiveness.



In Matthew chapter 9 Jesus tells us that He was given authority on earth to forgive sins (a power 
reserved to God alone) and proves it with miraculous healings and then Scripture notes this same 
authority was given to “men” (plural). Jesus makes it clear He intended to give this sacrament to men. 
In John chapter 20, right after His Resurrection, Jesus gives this awesome power to his Apostles with 
the words: “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the 
sins of any, they are retained.” They cannot grant forgiveness of sins if they don’t know the sins just 
like the Temple Priests. This authority comes through the gift of the Holy Spirit. This authority is given
when Jesus told Peter and then the other Apostles in Matthew chapter 16 the authority to bind and 
loose. This includes sins. Jesus allowed for us to receive spiritual consolation and counsel in this 
beautiful sacrament of the Church. We also see this in what we call the sacrament of anointing the sick.
James chapter 5 tells how someone can be healed through anointing with oil and confessing their sins 
to another person. James does not say confess your sins straight to God but instead they are to go to the 
“elders” (bishops or priests—see the Acts 14: 23; 15: 2 for example). 

Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:18-20 And all things are of God, who has reconciled us to himself by 
Jesus Christ, and has given to us the ministry of reconciliation; This shows that God was in Christ, 
reconciling the world unto himself, not imputing their trespasses on them; and has committed to us the 
words of reconciliation. Now then we (the Apostles and the Bishops they ordained) are ambassadors 
for Christ, as though God did beseech you by us: we pray for you on the behalf of Christ so that you 
can be reconciled to God.
In Hebrews chapter 6 we learn that if Christians who come to Faith in Jesus fall away (sin) they can be 
renewed again through repentance. In Hebrews 13:17 it says “Obey them that have the rule over you, 
and submit yourselves: for they watch for your souls, as they that must give account, that they may do 
it with joy, and not with grief: for that is unprofitable for you. In 1Timothy 1:6 and 4:14, Paul reminds 
Timothy that the office of bishop had been conferred on him through the laying on of hands. 

The New Testament Christians didn't offer something to be burned at the Temple, but they were 
required to confess their sins and do penance. Jesus is the only one who can forgive sins but He 
delegated it to His Apostles who passed it on to the Bishops they ordained. During the sacrament of 
confession we hear the words of absolution from Jesus through the priests. The priests are ordained by 
the laying of hands all the way back to the Apostles

The Sacrament of Reconciliation is the original practice of Christians from the beginning of the Church
that Jesus left behind when He ascended into Heaven. The Catechism of the Catholic Church covers 
Reconciliation in sections 1422 through 1470. 

The Didache from 70AD requires the early Christians to “confess your sins in church, and do not go up
to your prayer with an evil conscience. On the Lord’s Day…break bread…after confessing your 
transgressions so that your sacrifice may be pure"
In 74AD in the Epistle of Barnabas, he writes, “You shall confess your sins. You shall not go to prayer 
with an evil conscience.”
In 107AD Ignatius of Antioch writes to the Philadelphians, "To all them that repent, the Lord grants 
forgiveness, if they turn in penitence to the unity of God, and to communion with the Bishop" 
In 115AD Polycarp writes to the Philippians “And let the Presbyters (Priests) be compassionate and 
merciful to all, bringing back those that wander (sinners)”. 
In 215AD Hippolytus of Rome writes, "The bishop conducting the ordination of the new bishop shall 
pray to offer to you the gifts of your Holy Church, and by the Spirit of the high priesthood to have the 
authority to forgive sins, in accord with your command".




