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What Has Been Lost In The Teaching Of The Lutheran Church Missouri Synod 
And In Most Of American Christianity 

 
I was baptized, confirmed, and received my first Communion in the Roman Catholic Church.  
This was back in the 1950's and 1960's.  I attended Roman Catholic Schools from grades 

1-8, graduating in 1964.  At that time the Roman Catholic Church=s teaching concerning 
how a person gets to heaven was unequivocally by obedience to the Ten Commandments.  
 

In addition to one’s obedience to the Ten Commandments there was also the teaching 
concerning sin; there were two types of sin; Mortal Sin and Venial Sin.  A mortal sin would 

send you to hell and a venial sin would send you to purgatory.  Purgatory was a place of 
cleansing where venial sin was burned away. 
 

I remember a time when our Priest came into one of our classrooms and made the statement 
that he was sure that none of us had committed a Mortal Sin.  I thought to myself, Aoh 
brother if you only knew!@ In Roman Catholic Theology the commission of a Mortal sin is 

damnable.  
 

Now I also remember a time when my older brother and I were playing over at my grandma=s 
house.  We must have been around 8 or 9 years old.  My Dad was a commercial artist and 
my Mom was an Emergency Room Nurse.  They both had to work and often my Grandma 

would watch us for the day.   
 
One day while my grandma was making lunch (soup on the stove) my brother and I were 

playing with a door stopper.  This was before the days of air conditioners.  They used these 
types of door stops to hold open doors to let the cool breezes into the house, This particular 

door stop was made of cast iron and shaped in the form of some sort of little dog.  It probably 
weighed around 9 or 10 pounds and my brother was pulling on it trying to get it away from 
me.  I gave it a mighty tug and he unexpectedly let go of it.  I was totally unprepared for that 

and I dropped it on my skinny little ankle; right on my funny bone!  Of course being of Irish 
descent I immediately lost my temper and yelled at my brother; Ayou stupid fool!@  

 
It was as if all of the sound in the world had been sucked into a vacuum.  It became deathly 
silent.  My grandmother stopped stirring the soup and turned and looked at me and said in 

a voice worthy of an Old Testament Prophet, Aye who calls his brother a fool shall be damned 
to the fires of Hell!@  

 
Now this is rather unusual because Roman Catholics were not really known back then to 
have a working knowledge of the Bible.  So for my grandma to quote from Matthew 5:22 was 

pretty remarkable. I instinctively knew that she had just quoted some part of the Bible 
because of her language.  It was the King=s English! 
 

I can still remember thinking, “Of for Pete’s sake, I=m not even 10 years old yet and I=m 
already going to Hell. My life was over!  I had committed a Mortal Sin, a sin leading to death.  

 
 
I tell this little story to illustrate the theology of the Roman Catholic Church back then.  The 

way to heaven was obedience to God=s law.  And if you were not obedient, if you broke one of 
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the commandments well, you could always go to confession.  By the way if you didn’t go to 
confession at least once a year that was a Mortal Sin also.  However even with confession 

you still had to do penance to make satisfaction for your sin.  So if you were told for instance 
to say the Rosary three times for your penance (something that would take a 10 year old 

about two to three hours to do it correctly!) and if you didn’t do it, you were going to hell.  If 
you missed mass on a Sunday, you were going to hell.  If you had an impure thought you 
were going to hell.  If you stole a cigarette off your dad you were going to Hell! 

 
I believe now in the early days of the 21st Century the Roman Catholic Church has softened 
up a little even though their theology has not changed.  You see that is the thing about 

Roman Catholic doctrine B they put some teachings in the closet for a while.  They’re out of 
sight and almost forgotten but if and when they need it they can go get it. 

 
So very early on in my life, because I absolutely knew I was going to Hell. I thought, Aif I=m 
going to Hell what is the sense of going to Church?@  So for some time I simply gave up on 

Church.  I didn’t go and I didn’t want to go.  The Church had nothing to offer me! 
 

And then somewhere around 1970, when I had just returned from my first tour of duty in 
Vietnam, I met a girl in Long Beach, California.  We began dating and as the months went by 
we became serious and there were discussions about getting married.  In one of these 

discussions she made it clear to me that she was not going to marry an unbeliever.  So I 
decided to attend an adult confirmation class in the Lutheran Church where she was a 
member.  It was First Lutheran Church in Long Beach, Ca.  The instructor was Pastor 

Schroeder, now sainted in Heaven, who was a kindly old gentleman who had a true gift for 
teaching.  

 
I learned about the Lutheran Reformation, about Martin Luther, about salvation.  It was the 
very first time I had ever heard of these topics.  I cannot say that I had an instantaneous 

conversion experience but I went along to get along and I was subsequently confirmed.  I 
became a Lutheran, even if it was in name only.   
 

After a second tour in Vietnam my service days drew to a close in 1972.  By that time I was 
married to this Missouri Synod girl and we had our first child, a son. He was baptized at First 

Lutheran Church in Long Beach, Ca.  We then moved from California to Indiana where I had 
a job waiting for me at Bethlehem Steel procured for me by my brothers who all worked there.  
We settled down and raised our family and attended St. Paul Lutheran Church in Chesterton, 

Indiana.  I once again attended another Adult Class and it was during that class that the 
Holy Spirit called me by the Gospel and I was converted.  I will never forget it.   

 
My conversion took place about 3 o= clock in the morning.  I could not sleep because I had 
attended one of those classes earlier in the evening and my mind was spinning.  So I was up 
reading in my Bible.  I kept reading over and over the passage from Ephesians 2:8 & 9 AFor 
by grace are ye saved through faith, and that not of yourselves.  It is the gift of God, 
not of works lest any man should boast.@  I kept reading it over and over and kept saying 

to myself, it just cannot be that easy.  There must be something I have to do.  And then in 
the wee small hours of the morning I met my Savior once again, the Savior of my Baptism, 

and now as an adult the Holy Spirit removed the scales from my eyes.  After twenty three or 
so years of my life I heard and understood by faith the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  I had been set 
free by the Son of God who loved me. 
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I tell this story to illustrate that in my life of twenty three years the Law had done its work in 

me.  I had been condemned to Hell.  There was no way out, nothing I could do.  I had an 
incurable spiritual disease which killed me.  I deserved nothing but temporal and eternal 

punishment.  The law actually taught me to hate God for his all of His perfect demands of 
the Law!  No matter how hard I tried I just couldn’t keep any of the commandments.  
 

And then at 3AM came the powerful Word of the Gospel, the power of God unto salvation. My 
Lord, the Savior, the Redeemer, made me alive through the power of the Gospel, this power of 
God unto salvation.  He showed me that He fulfilled all of God=s perfect demands in my 

place, for me!  He imputed to me His righteousness and I in turn imputed to Him all my sins.  
What a tremendous relief!  

 
I almost couldn=t contain myself.  If you have ever seen the movie, AA Christmas Carol,@ I was 
like Ebenezer Scrooge when he woke up on Christmas morning after having been visited 

during the night by three ghosts.  I was absolutely giddy. 
If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed!  (John 8:36) 

 
Death and life, bondage and freedom, darkness and light, law and gospel, these are the keys 
to unlocking the Scriptures.  Dr. Martin Luther once said something along the lines; that if 

you were able to differentiate between law and gospel you deserve to have a Ph.D., to be called 
a Doctor of Theology. 
 

Many Lutheran theologians, when referring to the law and how it is that God uses the law in 
our lives use this curious phrase that the law brings about, Aterrors of conscience.@  We 

Lutherans who have been taught the Small Catechism have probably heard and possible 
remembered that there are three functions of the law; curb, mirror, guide.  Perhaps we also 
remember that the primary function of the law is to show us our sins.  The analogy of looking 

in the mirror of the law and seeing ourselves as we really are is fitting and apt.  
 
As I was being instructed over the years in what it meant to be a Lutheran I can remember 

being taught (especially in the evangelism training I received) that a Lutheran should never 
have a time in their lives when they didn=t know they were going to Heaven.  I have since 

discovered that this is simply not true.  Because we are still sinners, living in a sin-filled 
world, and will continue in this state until we die, there will always be times when doubt 
about our eternal destiny will creep in.  And in a certain sense this is a good thing.  To be 

aware of our sins and as quoted above, our deserving temporal and eternal punishment is 
actually worked in us by God through the law.  It is called by theologians the AAlien Work of 

God.@  He brings about the agony and the suffering we experience because of our sins in 
order to show us that there is no way out of our dilemma and that we should just wave the 
white flag and surrender.  When this terror occurs we become fit for the hearing of the 

Gospel.  When our consciences are troubled because the Law is condemning us, we Aare not 
far from the Kingdom!@ 
 

The Apostle Paul had a troubled conscience once or twice in his life. He writes about it in the 
7th Chapter of Romans and it always gives me great comfort to know that Paul experienced 

the same things I experience.  Listen to what he tells us in Romans 7: 
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“For we know that the law is spiritual, but I am of the flesh, sold under sin. 15 For I do not 
understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. 16 Now 
if I do what I do not want, I agree with the law, that it is good. 17 So now it is no longer I who do 
it, but sin that dwells within me. 18 For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my 

flesh. For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out. 19 For I do not do 
the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I keep on doing. 20 Now if I do what I do not 
want, it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me. 21 So I find it to be a law that 

when I want to do right, evil lies close at hand.” 
 

Notice how it is that this Apostle is confused by what takes place within him?  He actually 

says;  “I don’t understand my own actions!” “For I do not do what I want, but I do the very 
thing I hate.”  What is this but the Apostle admitting that he sins even while hating to do the 
sin.  St. Paul, in his admission, gives me a great deal of comfort because I feel and act the 

very same way. And if you were honest with yourself dear reader you would also.  
 

Over the years of my Lutheran training I had never heard any of my pastors teach about 
willful, intentional sins and sins of weakness.  Certainly they had taught about original sin 
and actual sins.  Also they taught sins of omission and sins of commission.  But they never 

mentioned willful sins which Roman Catholics would call mortal, nor sins of weakness which 
Roman Catholics would call venial.  In order to be clear though it must be understood that 

when Jesus Christ was put to death and suffered His Father=s wrath over the sins of mankind 
all sins were mortal.  There was no distinction.  Every sin was a damnable sin demanding 
death. (Mortal) 

 
But in the life of a Christian it is possible to commit a sin that is willful and intentional that 
will destroy faith and drive out the Holy Spirit from us!  It is just as true that the Holy 

Spirit will convict the Christian of his sin and hopefully work repentance in him, a genuine 
sorrow over breaking God=s law.  It has been my observation that when this type of sin is 

committed, Satan is right there whispering that it is too late for repentance and God is 
unwilling to forgive. The committed sin is just too big to be forgiven!  It is this that terrifies 
our conscience.  

 
I would like to use an account from the Bible to illustrate what these terrors of conscience are 

all about.  It is the story of King David, and another man=s wife.  The entire account is found 
in 2 Samuel, chapters 11 & 12. 
 

David was a King of the Israelite people. One evening he was up on his roof top and he noticed 
on another rooftop across the alley a beautiful woman who was taking a bath!  (I mean, who 
takes a bath on the roof?) In any event instead of looking away David becomes captivated by 

her beauty and without becoming to graphic he begins to have an affair with her.  Then she 
becomes pregnant.  I would imagine King David became a little frightened when he 

understood that he, the King, had sex with another man=s wife.  
 
The husband of this beautiful woman was named Uriah.  He was one of David=s soldiers in 

his army.  He was currently away from his wife and home, off fighting a battle.  
 
Bathsheba, shortly after having sex with King David announces to him that she is pregnant.  

Of course David is the Father and he is in big trouble.  This is what the Bible says about 
what King David has done.  In Deuteronomy 22:22 it states: If a man be found lying with a 
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woman married to an husband, then they shall both of them die, both the man that lay with the 
woman, and the woman: so shalt thou put away evil from Israel 
 
So King David and Bathsheba are to be put to death according to the law of God.  

 
However instead of confessing his sin, he begins to weave a plot that he hopes will get him off 
the hook and keep him out of trouble.   

 
He sends word to the front to send Uriah home to see King David.  When he arrives David 
asks him how the war is going and shrewdly suggests that Uriah might like to have some 

down time (no pun intended) with his wife, Bathsheba.  However Uriah, being the good 
soldier he is cannot in good conscience go home to his wife while his fellow soldiers are at war 

and camping out in the fields.  So he does not go home.  Rather he sleeps at the door of King 
David=s house.  
 

The next day David tells Uriah to stay in Jerusalem for a couple of days and just relax.  That 
evening David has a big meal with a lot of drinking going on and Uriah, doing what soldiers do 

when there is free booze to be had gets drunk. This is what soldiers and sailors do when there 
is an open bar!  David hopes the alcohol will make Uriah a little amorous and he will go home 
to his wife and climb in bed with her.  

 
David=s plan was to get Uriah together with his wife Bathsheba so that they would have sex 
and she would get pregnant and then no one would suspect that the baby actually belonged 

to David.  Alas, it does not work.  Uriah does not go home to his wife so David sends him 
back to the front with orders to the commander of the troops to place Uriah where the fighting 

is the fiercest.  Uriah is killed.  Now David can take Bathsheba as his own wife and no one 
will ever know that David committed adultery.  Bathsheba then, 9 months or so later has a 
baby boy.  Chapter 11 ends by stating, ABut the thing that David did was evil in the sight of 
the Lord.  
 

Now think on this.  David, for a little more than 9 months spends all of his time and energy 
covering up his sins of adultery, murder, lying, scheming and the like.  What condition was 
his faith do you suppose?  Certainly the sins that he committed were willful and intentional.  

Perhaps he even said to himself, AI know all of this is wrong but I=m going to go ahead and do 
them anyway because Bathsheba is a real hottie!@  
 

Now Chapter 12 begins with God sending a prophet named Nathan to have a little chat with 
David.  And Nathan tells David a story about two men who lived close to each other.  One of 

them was very rich and had a lot of sheep and the other was very poor and had only one 
sheep.  That one sheep was a very much loved pet, who was considered part of the family.  
In the course of time the rich man had some company drop by and he had to prepare a meal 

for his guest.  Leg of Lamb just happened to be on the menu.  However it was not one of the 
rich man=s sheep that was served.  Rather the rich man stole that only sheep from the poor 

man and butchered it and served it up for dinner.  
 
David hears this story and thinking it is a true story, he becomes outraged and tells Nathan 

that the low life rich man deserves to die. (King David does not know it but he has just 
pronounced his own judgment.) But before he dies he has to make restitution. So David 
self-righteously pulls out his bible and looks up the passage in Exodus 22: 1 which says, AIf a 
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man shall steal an ox, or a sheep, and kill it, or sell it; he shall restore five oxen for an ox, and 
four sheep for a sheep.  Poor David, little does he know!  Nathan ends his parable and tells 
David, AYou are the man!@  AWhy have you despised the word of the Lord by doing evil 
in his sight.@ Under the Law of God, David deserves to die.  He has committed a willful, 

intentional sin.  A sin that Lutherans would call a sin against conscience and what Roman 
Catholics would call a mortal sin. It is a sin that leads to death! 
 

Earlier I asked what was the condition of David=s faith during all of this?  The answer is, that 
because of his willful intent to commit sin and his attempts to cover up his sin for the nine 

months or so until Bathsheba had her baby, he had driven the Holy Spirit away and he had 
no faith!  HE was unrepentant.  He returned to being dead in sin.  Had David perished 
during that time he would have certainly gone to Hell.  Sin had become his master and had 

gained the upper hand.  
 
This is exactly what the Lord had tried to warn Cain about back in Genesis when the Lord 

said to Cain that sin was, Acrouching at your door and its desire is to master you,@ or literally 
from the Hebrew; Asins desire is to be your lord.” It is also sometimes translated, “Sin’s desire 
is to control you.” 
 

It may really be a surprise to many Lutherans to hear that there is such a thing as Mortal Sin.  
Mortal Sin separates us from God.  Adam committed a Mortal Sin, knowing full well that 
God had specifically told him not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil for in the 

day he ate of it he would DIE!  That word die is the same word mortal. And so he did eat and 
so he did die, spiritually and eternally and ultimately physically.  Had not God come down to 
find him and gave him the Gospel promise of the seed of the woman who would one day crush 

the head of the Serpent, Adam and Even would have perished for all eternity. 
 

 We Lutherans simply have a different name for Mortal Sin.  It is called a sin against 
conscience.  However make no mistake about this, whether it is called a sin against 
conscience or a Mortal sin it is one and the same.  It is doing evil when we know beforehand 

that it is forbidden.  When we commit a sin willfully and intentionally knowing that it is 
against the commandments of God it will cause a loss of faith and will drive the Holy Spirit 

from us.  
 

Martin Luther understood the danger of sinning against conscience. In his now famous quote he 

stated,  “I cannot and will not recant anything, for to go against conscience is neither right nor 

safe.(Emphasis mine) Here I stand, I can do no other, so help me God. Amen.” (spoken and printed 

1521) 
 
“To sin against conscience is neither right or safe”, What does Luther mean by this?  

IN 1st Timothy 1:18, The Apostle Paul writes this:  
 

“This charge I commit unto thee, son Timothy, according to the prophecies which went before on thee, that 

thou by them mightiest war a good warfare; 
19

 Holding faith, and a good conscience; which some having put 

away concerning faith have made shipwreck: (Empasis Mine)  
20

 Of whom is Hymenaeus and Alexander; 

whom I have delivered unto Satan, that they may learn not to blaspheme. 
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Some having put away concerning faith have made shipwreck. In other words they have lost 
their faith. Hymenaeus and Alexander are two examples of this. 

 
What follows is a quote from our Lutheran Confessions from the Smalcald Articles Part III 

Article III concerning Repentance: 
 
So it is necessary to know and to teach this: When holy peopleCstill having and feeling original 
sin and daily repenting and striving against itChappen to fall into manifest sins (as David did 
into adultery, murder, and blasphemy [2 Samuel 11]), then faith and the Holy Spirit have left 

them. 44 The Holy Spirit does not permit sin to have dominion, to gain the upper hand so it can 

be carried out, but represses and restrains it from doing what it wants [Psalm 51:11; Romans 
6:14]. If sin does what it wants, the Holy Spirit and faith are not present. 45 For St. John says, 

ANo one born of God makes a practice of sinning Y and he cannot keep on sinning@ [1 John 3:9]. 
And yet it is also true when St. John says, AIf we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, 

and the truth is not in us@ [1:8]. 
 

Perhaps you can remember from Psalm 32 where David recounts his experiences after his sin 

and how he suffered because he tried to hide them.  He said:  

 
AWhen I kept silence, my bones waxed old through my roaring all the day long. 4 For day and 

night thy hand was heavy upon me: my moisture is turned into the drought of summer.@ 
 
The Lord=s hand was heavy upon him (Law) and he could get no rest because he knew that he 

was not right with God.  And then he makes a statement that has become one of the most 
beautiful parts of the Divine Liturgy of the Church and demonstrates what a Christian should 
and will do when they commit a sin against their conscience or any sin and what will finally 

give them peace, 
 

I acknowledged my sin unto thee, and mine iniquity have I not hid. I said, I will confess my 
transgressions unto the LORD; and thou forgavest the iniquity of my sin. 

 

There are many people in this world, both Christian and unbeliever who imagine that a 
person ought to be able to observe moralistic behavior and thus be able to tell who is a 

Christian by how they live their lives.  They think that a Christian=s life should be morally 
superior to unbelievers.  However this is completely false.  Christians are capable, given the 
right set of circumstances, of committing any atrocity that the worst people in history have 

committed.  There were undoubtedly German Lutherans who got caught up in the atrocities 
of Hitler=s Germany.  
 

Many years ago on October 31st, All Hollows Eve, Luther posted  95 theses  on the door of 
the Wittenberg Chapel and the very first one he wrote is actually the one and only thing that 

is possibly observable in Christians and truly defines a Christian.  He wrote: 
 
AWhen our Lord and Savior said. >repent,= he willed that the whole life of the Christian should 

be one of repentance.@  
 

When a Christian does in fact commit a willful, intentional sin, God the Holy Spirit tries to 
call them back to repentance and faith.  
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Returning again to the Confessions of the Lutheran Church and again to the Smalcald 
Articles, Part III, Article III on Repentance it says this: 

 
40 In Christians, this repentance continues until death. For through one=s entire life, repentance 
contends with the sin remaining in the flesh. Paul testifies that he wars with the law in his 
members (Romans 7:14B25) not by his own powers, but by the gift of the Holy Spirit that 
follows the forgiveness of sins [Romans 8:1B17]. This gift daily cleanses and sweeps out the 
remaining sins and works to make a person truly pure and holy. 
 

It is an unfortunate reality that for many, many years the Lutheran Church in America has 
set aside the consolation of the Sacrament of Private Confession and Absolution.  It has 
fallen into disuse.  Many people end up agonizing for long periods of time over the wrongful 

things they have done because, for whatever reason they do not make use of private 
confession and absolution. 

 
I recall in one of the congregations I served that one day we received a letter in the mail.  The 
contents of this letter, written by a young lady, stated that many years ago she had been a 

member of our church and very active in the youth group.  She confessed that almost 15 
years ago she has stolen about $500.00 from the youth group funds.  She returned the 
money because she stated that she was carrying a tremendous load of guilt for the past 15 

years.  I felt sorry for her, not because she had stolen money.  Rather I felt sorry for her 
because she wasted so many years of her life carrying around that load of guilt.  If only she 

had just confessed her sin to one of the pastors she could have been set free by a called and 
ordained servant of the Word. In private confession and absolution, it is not the sin that is the 
most important thing it is the Viva Vox Dei, the living voice of God who pronounces the 

absolution of sins through His called and ordained Servants of the Word!  
 

During the course of my Ministry, I have asked many people (in Bible Classes) if they have 
ever gone to private confession with a pastor.  Very few have said they have.  Of those who 
have not, I ask why not?  Their answers are varied.  

 
Some are ashamed, (an excellent reason to run to confession!)  They don=t want their pastor 
to know how bad they really are!  Others don=t think they need to because of the general 

confession and absolution which is in the Divine Service.   
 

However I believe there is another reason why confession has all but been abandoned and 
that is many people do not take sin seriously precisely because the Biblical teaching of Mortal 
Sin (sins against conscience) has not been taught or stressed in Lutheranism in America for 

many, many years.  As a result people do not take their sins seriously.  Indeed the times I=ve 
taught this doctrine people invariably tell me they have never heard of this teaching. 

 
During the years just prior to the beginning of the Reformation there was a man named 
Johann Tetzel (1465-1519) who was a Dominican preacher who traveled about Germany 

selling indulgences to people for the forgiveness of their sins or to get a loved one out of 
purgatory.  He had a little limerick he said as he collected money for the sale of these 
indulgences.  It went something like this; AEvery time a coin in the kettle rings, a soul from 
Purgatory springs.@ He was pretty successful in collecting monies from the sale of these 
indulgences.  People back then knew how serious sin was and they were willing to pay of 

their hard earned money for that forgiveness!   
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If Johann Tetzel were alive today and was trying to sell indulgences for forgiveness of sins I 

dare say he would be homeless and living under a bridge somewhere!  It would seem that the 
serious nature of actual sins has evaporated like the morning mist.  Somehow people have 

become accustomed to thinking that all the sins they commit are inconsequential and will 
carry no punishment. Or possibly “that they may keep on in sin in order that grace may 
abound!” 

 
I have become convinced that many people today do not view their sins as anything they 
should be worried about and therefore no longer fear God=s wrath against their sins. It would 

seem that the word Afear@ as in the fear of God, has been re-defined in Lutheran circles to 
mean, Aan awe or holy reverence@ for God. 

 
In Luther=s Small Catechism at the close of the commandments Luther has written this: 
 

 God threatens to punish all who sin against these commandments. Therefore, we should 
fear His wrath (Emphasis mine) and not act contrary to these commandments. 

 
In addition, every one of the explanations to each commandment begins; AWe should fear and 
love God...@  Is this fear simply awe, reverence?  If we are told to fear God=s wrath, I don=t see 

how anyone could maintain that this is anything else then a knee knocking terror of the 
Almighty God when we transgress willfully His Holy Commandments and continue to do so.  
 

The last words of the previous sentence are all important...@when we continue to do so.@ You 
see this is what King David was guilty of; he continued to keep on sinning without confessing 
his sin.  

 
Various translations of the Bible capture this thought when Romans 6:1 & 2 is translated. 

 
What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin   (Emphasis Mine) so that grace may 

increase? 2 May it never be! How shall we who died to sin still live in it?  

 
To continue in sin, is to live in sin and therefore remain unrepentant.  When today, we talk 

about living in sin, people’s minds immediately turn to the proverbial young couple who move 
in together without being married.  However it is more than just that.  Living in sin or 
continuing in sin, whether it be for a moment or for a long period of time is to return to being 

dead (mortal) in your sin. It is to allow sin to become once again your Master, your Lord. 
 

Now all of this invariably leads to people wanting a list of mortal and venial sins.  However it 
is simply not that black and white.  What could be a venial sin or sin of weakness for one 
person might be a mortal sin, a sin against conscience for another.  Allow me an example of 

a sin of conscience (Mortal) that most people would see as a sin of weakness (Venial) from the 
Bible. 
 

In Hebrews 10 beginning with verse 24 we read this;   
 

Anot forsaking our own assembling together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one 
another; and all the more as you see the day drawing near.@ 
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What this is referring to is of course the Third Commandment to Aremember the Sabbath day 
to keep it holy@, by not despising God=s Word but holding it sacred and gladly hearing and 

learning it. Verse 24 sets the context for the verses which follow. 
 

Before we get to that though, every church whether Lutheran or some other denomination 
has what is referred to as the ADelinquent List.@ This list is made up of prior members who 
have dropped out and no longer come to the worship services and no longer receive the Lord=s 

Supper.  So letters are sent, calls are made, prayers are said, all to try and get these people 
to come back to an active membership.  Is this delinquency a sin of conscience, a mortal sin 
which drives out faith and the Holy Spirit? @ In most instances the answer is YES it is!  To 

refuse to come to the place where God=s richest grace is given, that place where sins are 
forgiven and faith is strengthened and preserved without some valid reason for doing so, 

means that person has ceased to be a Christian and they are continuing in this sin for as long 
as they don=t repent and return. As a Pastor I believe this is the most commonly committed 
sin in Christianity.  

 
Now let us put in verse 24 so that we might see that the context for what follows is what it 

means to God for those who willfully stay away from the Worship of God. 
 
24 Anot forsaking our own assembling together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one 
another; and all the more as you see the day drawing near.@ 
 

25 AFor if we go on sinning willfully after receiving the knowledge of the truth, there no longer 
remains a sacrifice for sins, 27 but a terrifying expectation of judgment and THE FURY OF A FIRE 

WHICH WILL CONSUME THE ADVERSARIES. 28 Anyone who has set aside the Law of Moses dies 
without mercy on the testimony of two or three witnesses. 29 How much severer punishment 
do you think he will deserve who has trampled under foot the Son of God, and has regarded as 
unclean the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified, and has insulted the Spirit of 

grace? 30 For we know Him who said, AVENGEANCE IS MINE, I WILL REPAY.@ And again, ATHE LORD 

WILL JUDGE HIS PEOPLE.@ 31 It is a terrifying thing to fall into the hands of the living God.@  

 
What is meant in verse 29 is that by deliberately absenting oneself from the Lord=s Supper is 
to trample under foot the Son of God and to regard as unclean the blood of the Covenant 

(which is Holy Communion) by which the communicant is sanctified and in so doing insults 
the Holy Spirit who brings us grace.  THE LORD WILL JUDGE HIS PEOPLE.  IT IS A 
TERRIFYING THING TO FALL INTO THE HANDS OF THE LIVING GOD!  

 
This is but one example of a sin against conscience or a mortal sin that many people evidently 

consider it to be no big deal. They miss church all the time for any and every reason. I’ve 
heard; “it’s raining, it’s snowing, it’s too hot, it’s too cold!  When they ask me if their reason 
for missing the Divine Service is acceptable I tell them all the same thing, “If you can run your 

excuse past Jesus and he says it’s all right then it’s all right with me!”  However to commit 
this type of sin intentionally is to return to the wrath of God who will judge His people. Luther 
has written in his explanation of the Third Commandment : That we should not despise 
preaching and His word but hold it sacred and gladly hear and learn it” 

 

So many people would probably say that they are not despising God’s word but are just sort 
of ambivalent toward it. Ambivalence however toward God’s Word is the same as despising it.  
Any sin that is not repented of will lead to a loss of faith and Heaven. 
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Luther has no qualms concerning this notion of Mortal Sin as he writes in part in his preface 

to the Small Catechism: 
 

21 Last, since the tyranny of the pope has been abolished, people are no longer willing to go 
to the Sacrament, and thus they despise it. Here again encouragement is necessary, yet 
with this understanding: We are to force no one to believe or to receive the Sacrament. 22 Nor 

should we set up any law, time, or place for it. Instead, preach in such a way that by their own 
will, without our law, they will urge themselves and, as it were, compel us pastors to 
administer the Sacrament. This is done by telling them, “When someone does not seek or 

desire the Sacrament at least four times a year, it is to be feared that he despises the 
Sacrament and is not a Christian, just as a person is not a Christian who does not 

believe or hear the Gospel.” For Christ did not say, “Leave this out, or, despise this,” 
but, “Do this, as often as you drink it” [1 Corinthians 11:25], and other such words. 
Truly, He wants it done, and not entirely neglected and despised. “Do this,” He says. 

23 Now, whoever does not highly value the Sacrament shows that he has no sin, no flesh, 
no devil, no world, no death, no danger, no hell. In other words, he does not believe any 

such things, although he is in them up over his head and his ears and is doubly the 
devil’s own. On the other hand, he needs no grace, no life, no paradise, no heaven, no Christ, 
no God, nor anything good. For if he believed that he had so much evil around him, and 

needed so much that is good, he would not neglect the Sacrament, by which such evil is 
remedied and so much good is bestowed. Nor would it be necessary to force him to go to the 
Sacrament by any law. He would come running and racing of his own will, would force 

himself, and beg that you must give him the Sacrament. 
1  

 
 

(Again All Emphasis in these quotations are mine.) 

 
 
Hear also the language Luther uses in his exhortation to go to Confession: 

 
Here now follows an exhortation to Confession. 

 

We have always urged that Confession should be voluntary and that the pope’s tyranny 

should cease. As a result we are now rid of his coercion and set free from the intolerable load 
and burden that he laid upon Christendom…. Everyone is now aware of this. But 
unfortunately people have learned it only too well. They do as they please and apply 

their freedom wrongfully as if it meant that they ought not or must not go to 
Confession. For we readily understand whatever is to our advantage, and we find it especially 

easy to take in whatever is mild and gentle in the Gospel. But, as I have said, such pigs 
should not be allowed near the Gospel nor have any part of it. They should stay under the 
pope and let themselves continue to be driven and pestered to confess, to fast, and so on. 6 

For whoever does not want to believe the Gospel, live according to it, and do what a Christian 
ought to be doing, should not enjoy any of its benefits either. Imagine their wanting to enjoy 
only the benefits without accepting any of the responsibilities or investing anything of 

                                       
1 Concordia : The Lutheran Confessions. Edited by Paul Timothy McCain. St. Louis, MO : 

Concordia Publishing House, 2005, S. 315 
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themselves—what sort of thing is that! We do not want to make preaching available for that 
sort nor to grant permission that our freedom and its enjoyment be opened up to them. 

Instead, we will let the pope and the likes of him take over and force them to his will, genuine 

tyrant that he is. 7 The rabble that will not obey the Gospel [2 Thessalonians 1:8] 

deserves nothing else than the kind of jailer who is God’s devil and hangman. But to 
others who gladly hear the Gospel we must keep on preaching, admonishing, encouraging, 
and coaxing them not to forget the precious and comforting treasure offered in the Gospel. 

Therefore, we here intend to say also a few words about Confession in order to instruct and 
admonish the uninformed.2  
 

It perhaps appears from the above quotes that Luther would not have been ordained in the 

LCMS because he is much to strident and obviously lacks the requisite people skills that 
would make him a little more loveable. 

 

Sins of Weakness or Venial Sins 
 

Venial sins or sins of weakness then are those sins which are a result of our weak flesh. Jesus 

saying, “The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak is an example of this.”  Hence sins of 

weakness.  The example I always use is one that has happened to me and probably to you 
also. I was working on building a deck and I hit my thumb with the hammer and before I 
could stop myself I said, @#^*&()^@.  Do you see the difference?  I spoke that way, not 

deliberately or with pre-meditation.  It just came out before I could stop it.  This is a sin of 
weakness.  

 
And perhaps this definition will suffice.  Sins of conscience are pre-meditated and willful.  
Sins of weakness are not.  To continue in sins of conscience is disastrous to faith.  What is 

needed is to confess and be absolved of both one’s sins against conscience and also one’s sins 
of weakness. 
 

When the Bible says that the just shall live by faith we understand that the object of this faith 
is Jesus Christ and what He has done for our salvation, the forgiveness of sins.  For as 

Luther states, Awhere there is forgiveness of sins there is life and salvation.@   
 
There is another area in Lutheran theology where the committing of mortal sin is very much 

evident and that is when an unrepentant person must be excommunicated from the Church 
for a public unrepentant sin.  After being shown repeatedly by various members of the 

Church his sin, if he refuses to listen and remains unrepentant he is pronounced  
excommunicated; a word that means out of communion, out of fellowship, no longer a 
Christian, no longer a member of the One, Holy Christian (catholic) and apostolic Church.  

In other words he has committed a sin leading to death. (Mortal) 
 
Finally it needs to be said that it is God alone who gives to us the gift of faith which is credited 

to us as righteousness.  The verse through which the Holy Spirit converted me in Ephesians 
chapter 2 is preceded by the entire gospel message.  St. Paul begins Chapter 2 saying: 

 

                                       
2 Concordia : The Lutheran Confessions. Edited by Paul Timothy McCain. St. Louis, MO : 

Concordia Publishing House, 2005, S. 650 
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1 And you were dead in your trespasses and sins, 2 in which you formerly walked according 
to the course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the air, of the spirit that is 

now working in the sons of disobedience. 3 Among them we too all formerly lived in the lusts of 
our flesh, indulging the desires of the flesh and of the mind, and were by nature children of 

wrath, even as the rest. 4 But God, being rich in mercy, because of His great love with which 
He loved us, 5 even when we were dead in our transgressions, made us alive together with 

Christ (by grace you have been saved), 6 and raised us up with Him, and seated us with Him 
in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, (NASB) 

 

Such a wealth of information is available in these verses.  First, we were DEAD (mortal) in 
our sins in which we formerly walked according to the course of this world.  And then, God, 
who is rich in mercy made us ALIVE, which is of course the opposite of being dead!  Why did 

He do this?  Because He is rich in mercy and He does not desire the death of sinners, but 
that all men would turn (repent) and live.   
 

If there is ever a time in which a person who is a Christian does happen to fall into Mortal sin 
and begins to doubt his or her salvation, it is time to rid themselves of their guilt and fear (and 

terror!) by going to their Pastor and hearing him announce the objective reality of God=s 
forgiveness for the sake of Jesus Christ and then when they have heard these words from the 
lips of their pastor, believe that those words are just as valid and certain as if the Lord Jesus 

Christ spoke them Himself! (John 20:20-23) This word of absolution drives away doubt and 
fear.  

 
I have written this paper because now I am a Lutheran Pastor and I believe that the 
Confessions of our Church, called the Lutheran Confessions are the true exposition 

(interpretation) of the Holy Scriptures, the Word of God. I also know from experience that 
many Lutherans stopped studying and reading the Bible about the same time they finished 
putting Luther’s Small catechism into their short – term memory.  They took a test for 

confirmation and passed it and then either disappeared or forgot everything they learned. 
Now hear me well; not all did this but certainly the vast majority. We have become a people 

who are catechetical and Biblically deficient. 
 
Finally here are the places in the Lutheran Confessions (Tappert Edition) where references to 

Mortal Sin may be found. Please look them up to understand the context. 
 
What Is Justifying Faith? (2) [Apology of the Augsburg Confession: art. i, par. 2, par. 48]1 

knowledge and teach that it can exist with mortal sin. And so they say nothing about faith by 
 

The False Repentance of the Papists [The Smalcald Articles: III, art. iii, par. 22]2 
years of penance were required for a single mortal sin.3 23 Nevertheless, confidence was 
placed 

 
Confession and Satisfaction (2) [Apology of the Augsburg Confession: art. i, par. 6, par. 65]3 

ex opere operato so that even those in mortal sin can buy off their punishments. 163 They 
 
Love and the Keeping of the Law [Apology of the Augsburg Confession: art. i, par. 3, par. 

23]4 lusts, nor does it exist together with mortal sin. 145 Selecting love, which is only one 
  
We Obtain the Forgiveness of Sins Only by Faith in Christ (2) [Apology of the Augsburg 
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Confession: art. i, par. 2, par. 109]5 they imagine that faith can exist with mortal sin. 110 
Where does this end but with the abolition 

 
Confession and Satisfaction (5) [Apology of the Augsburg Confession: art. i, par. 6, par. 21]6 

performed by those who have relapsed into mortal sin, as though those who are in mortal sin  
 
[Article IV. Justification] [Apology of the Augsburg Confession: art. i, par. 2, par. 37]7 

make up these dreams that a man guilty of mortal sin can love God above all things, since 
they 
 

XXVIII. The Power of Bishops (2) [The Confession of Faith: III, art. vii, par. 41]8 
into being — for example, that it is a mortal sin to do manual work on holy days (even when 

 
[Article XXVII.] Monastic Vows [Apology of the Augsburg Confession: art. i, par. 13, par. 
68]9 not attribute faith to people who have a mortal sin; therefore he says that those who do 

not  
 

XV. Human Traditions [The Smalcald Articles: III, art. xv, par. 2]10 
.” 2 When the papists say that it is a mortal sin to break such precepts of men, this, too 
 

A Brief Exhortation to Confession [The Large Catechism: Of the Sacrament of the Altar, 
par. 1]11 make confession on pain of the gravest mortal sin. 2 Moreover, it so greatly 
burdened and 

 
 

[Article XXIV.] The Mass [Apology of the Augsburg Confession: art. i, par. 12, par. 9]12 
for others the forgiveness of venial or mortal sins, of guilt, or of punishment. This single 
 

Faith in Christ Justifies [Apology of the Augsburg Confession: art. i, par. 2, par. 64]13 
Spirit. Therefore this cannot exist with mortal sin, but whenever it appears it brings forth 
 

The Third Commandment [The Large Catechism: The Ten Commandments, par. 99]14 
the sin that used to be classed among the mortal sins and was called acidia8 — that is, 

indolence. 
 
According to the Holy Word of God sin is a serious business and can cause one to fall from 

faith and loose salvation. More than once the Holy Scriptures warn us about this, for instance 
1 Corinthians 10:12 “Therefore let him who athinks he stands take heed that he does not fall.”  

-- Pastor Joseph M. Brennan -- 9/8/2012 

                                       
a Rom 11:20; 2 Pet 3:17 


