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St. Jude the Apostle Parish 
Lenten Adult Ed Series 

“How Do I Know if Something is a Sin?” 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTORY STATEMENTS: 
 
The basis for all Catholic moral teaching rests in and is founded on Jesus Christ, Son of God, human in all 
things except sin, and the fulfillment of both the Law and the Prophets. 
 
Our Catholic faith offers us a clearly developed set of moral precepts and process of moral thinking and 
decision-making. 
 
However, because of certain advancements in the world today and due to the broadened exposure to 
many opinions, behaviors, and trends (by way of technology, social media, etc.), some people 
experience genuine confusion regarding the difference between right and wrong when it comes to 
certain issues. 
 
Our Catholic faith teaches us that our conscience must be primary but that we are called to seek an 
informed conscience. 
 
Parents (and adult mentors) are still their child’s best firewall. This, in part, is what we are called to be 
for our children. 
 
Some people bypass the question of, “what would Jesus do or say,” and skip right to, “what does the 
Catholic Church teach?” Remember, the second is rooted in and based on the first. 
 
There is a difference between supporting and encouraging unhealthy and morally wrong behavior and 
loving the person. 

  



THE CATECHISM OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH 
(The Numbers Below Refer to Paragraph Numbers in the Catechism of the Catholic Church) 

 
IV. The Gravity of Sin: Mortal and Venial Sin 
 
1854 Sins are rightly evaluated according to their gravity. the distinction between mortal and 
venial sin, already evident in Scripture,129 became part of the tradition of the Church. It is 
corroborated by human experience. 
 
1855 Mortal sin destroys charity in the heart of man by a grave violation of God's law; it turns 
man away from God, who is his ultimate end and his beatitude, by preferring an inferior good 
to him.  Venial sin allows charity to subsist, even though it offends and wounds it. 
 
1856 Mortal sin, by attacking the vital principle within us - that is, charity - necessitates a new 
initiative of God's mercy and a conversion of heart which is normally accomplished within the 
setting of the sacrament of reconciliation: 
 

When the will sets itself upon something that is of its nature incompatible with the 
charity that orients man toward his ultimate end, then the sin is mortal by its very object 
. . . whether it contradicts the love of God, such as blasphemy or perjury, or the love of 
neighbor, such as homicide or adultery.... But when the sinner's will is set upon 
something that of its nature involves a disorder, but is not opposed to the love of God 
and neighbor, such as thoughtless chatter or immoderate laughter and the like, such 
sins are venial.130 

 
1857 For a sin to be mortal, three conditions must together be met: "Mortal sin is sin whose 
object is grave matter and which is also committed with full knowledge and deliberate 
consent."131 

 
1858 Grave matter is specified by the Ten Commandments, corresponding to the answer of 
Jesus to the rich young man: "Do not kill, Do not commit adultery, Do not steal, Do not bear 
false witness, Do not defraud, Honor your father and your mother."132 The gravity of sins is 
more or less great: murder is graver than theft. One must also take into account who is 
wronged: violence against parents is in itself graver than violence against a stranger. 
 
1859 Mortal sin requires full knowledge and complete consent. It presupposes knowledge of 
the sinful character of the act, of its opposition to God's law. It also implies a consent 
sufficiently deliberate to be a personal choice. Feigned ignorance and hardness of heart133 do 
not diminish, but rather increase, the voluntary character of a sin. 
 
1860 Unintentional ignorance can diminish or even remove the imputability of a grave offense. 
But no one is deemed to be ignorant of the principles of the moral law, which are written in the 
conscience of every man. the promptings of feelings and passions can also diminish the 
voluntary and free character of the offense, as can external pressures or pathological disorders. 
Sin committed through malice, by deliberate choice of evil, is the gravest. 
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THE CATECHISM OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH 
(The Numbers Below Refer to Paragraph Numbers in the Catechism of the Catholic Church) 

 
I. The Natural Moral Law 
 
1954 Man participates in the wisdom and goodness of the Creator who gives him mastery over 
his acts and the ability to govern himself with a view to the true and the good. 

The natural law expresses the original moral sense which enables man to discern by reason the 
good and the evil, the truth and the lie: 

The natural law is written and engraved in the soul of each and every man, because it is 
human reason ordaining him to do good and forbidding him to sin . . . But this command 
of human reason would not have the force of law if it were not the voice and interpreter 
of a higher reason to which our spirit and our freedom must be submitted.5 

1955 The "divine and natural" law6 shows man the way to follow so as to practice the good and 
attain his end. the natural law states the first and essential precepts which govern the moral 
life. It hinges upon the desire for God and submission to him, who is the source and judge of all 
that is good, as well as upon the sense that the other is one's equal. Its principal precepts are 
expressed in the Decalogue. This law is called "natural," not in reference to the nature of 
irrational beings, but because reason which decrees it properly belongs to human nature: 

Where then are these rules written, if not in the book of that light we call the truth? In it 
is written every just law; from it the law passes into the heart of the man who does 
justice, not that it migrates into it, but that it places its imprint on it, like a seal on a ring 
that passes onto wax, without leaving the ring.7 

The natural law is nothing other than the light of understanding placed in us by God; 
through it we know what we must do and what we must avoid. God has given this light 
or law at the creation.8 

1956 The natural law, present in the heart of each man and established by reason, is universal 
in its precepts and its authority extends to all men. It expresses the dignity of the person and 
determines the basis for his fundamental rights and duties: 

For there is a true law: right reason. It is in conformity with nature, is diffused among all 
men, and is immutable and eternal; its orders summon to duty; its prohibitions turn 
away from offense .... To replace it with a contrary law is a sacrilege; failure to apply 
even one of its provisions is forbidden; no one can abrogate it entirely.9 
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Pope Francis: letter of the law is closed to 
the Holy Spirit  
Carol Glatz - Catholic News Service April 11, 2016 

 
A heart that clings to the letter of the law is closed to the Holy Spirit and God's truth, 
Pope Francis said at morning Mass on April 11. 

Such hardened hearts often were behind the persecution of innocent men and women 
seeking to follow God's will, the pope said in his homily during Mass in the Domus 
Sanctae Marthae, where he lives.  

The history of the church "tells us of many people who were judged and killed, although 
they were innocent—judged according to the Word of God, against the Word of God," he 
said. "Let's think about the witch hunts or St. Joan of Arc, many others who were burned, 
condemned because—according to the judges—they weren't in line with the Word of 
God."  

"This is the role model of Jesus, who, in order to be faithful and having obeyed the word 
of the Father, ends up on the cross," he said. 

The day's first reading, from the Acts of the Apostles, recounted how Stephen, who was 
filled with God's grace and power, "was working great wonders and signs" among the 
people, which raised the ire of a number of leaders. Stephen was brought before  the 
Sanhedrin with false accusations of blasphemy. 

This incident shows how "the heart closed to God's truth is only clinging to the truth of 
the law, of the letter," the pope said, "and finds no other way out than with lies, false 
testimony and death." 

Those who opposed and harshly condemned the work of the prophets, he said, then 
"washed their hands [of everything] and judged themselves pure." 

"The heart is closed to God's word, it is closed to truth, and it is closed to God's 
messenger, who brings the prophecy so that God's people may go forward." 

The pope said he is especially saddened when he reads St. Matthew's account of Judas 
deeply regretting his betrayal of Jesus, and yet—seeking repentance—finds nothing but 
indifference and derision from the chief priests and elders. 

When Judas tries to give back the 30 pieces of silver he took from them to betray Jesus, 
the priests respond: "What is that to us? Look to it yourself."  

The pope said this reflects "a heart closed before this poor repentant man, who didn't 
know what to do."  
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"And what do they do when Judas goes to hang himself? Do they talk and say, 'Oh, poor 
man.'? No. Immediately money. 'This money is the price of blood. It cannot go in the 
temple.'" Their narrow focus on rules and not the man's fate characterizes these "doctors 
of the letter," he said. 

"The life of a man doesn't matter to them, Judas' repentance doesn't matter to them," he 
said. "The only thing that matters to them is their framework of laws, many words and 
many things they built." 

The pope asked that people pray God helps them the same way he helped the bewildered 
and confused disciples on the way to Emmaus. Pray that God looks just as tenderly upon 
"the little and great foolishness of our heart, caresses us and tells us 'Oh foolish and slow 
of heart' and begins to explain things to us." 
 
Carol Glatz - Catholic News Service April 11, 2016 
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Jesus and His Teaching About the Law: Letter and Spirit.   
 
And he said, 
 
“Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets.  
I have come not to abolish but to fulfill.  
Amen, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away,  
not the smallest letter or the smallest part of a letter  
will pass from the law, until all things have taken place.  
Therefore, whoever breaks one of the least of these commandments  
and teaches others to do so will be called  
least in the kingdom of heaven.  
But whoever obeys and teaches these commandments  
will be called greatest in the kingdom of heaven.   
I tell you, unless your righteousness surpasses  
that of the scribes and Pharisees,  
you will not enter into the kingdom of heaven.” 
 
(Matthew 5:17-20) 
 
 
Jesus Places Compassion First. 
 
“He entered a boat, made the crossing,  
and came into his own town.  
And there people brought to him a paralytic lying on a stretcher.  
When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic,  
‘Courage, child, your sins are forgiven.’  
At that, some of the scribes said to themselves,  
‘This man is blaspheming.’  
Jesus knew what they were thinking, and said,  
‘Why do you harbor evil thoughts? Which is easier, to say,  
‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Rise and walk’?  
But that you may know that the Son of Man  
has authority on earth to forgive sins’,  
he then said to the paralytic,  
‘Rise, pick up your stretcher, and go home.’  
He rose and went home. When the crowds saw this,  
they were struck with awe and glorified God  
who had given such authority to human beings.” 
 
(Matthew 9:1-8) 
 


