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Introduction

Two convictions must be held together in any doctrinally responsible treatment of sin, and their tension is the
organizing principle of this lesson. The first conviction is that every sin, without exception, deserves death and
condemnation before the infinitely holy God who has been offended. Romans 6:23 admits no qualification: “the
wages of sin is death.” Not the wages of egregious sin, not the wages of deliberately presumptuous sin, not the
wages of especially offensive sin, the wages of sin, categorically and without exception. The smallest transgression,
the most fleeting sinful thought, the most easily rationalized failure of love is, in the sight of an infinitely holy God,
an offense that incurs infinite liability. James confirms this from a different angle: “For whoever keeps the whole
law and yet stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of all” (James 2:10, NASB 1995). The moral law is not a
cafeteria from which one may select the commands one intends to obey while neglecting others without
consequence; it is a unified expression of the divine character, and the violation of any part of it is the violation of
the One whose character it expresses.

The second conviction is that not all sins are morally equivalent. Scripture itself acknowledges, consistently and
explicitly, that some sins are more serious than others, that they carry greater moral weight, incur greater guilt,
produce greater damage, and call for more urgent repentance. Jesus teaches that some matters of the law are
“weightier” than others (Matthew 23:23). He tells Pilate that Judas bears a “greater sin” (John 19:11). The Mosaic
law distinguishes between unintentional sins (for which sacrificial atonement was provided) and high-handed,
presumptuous sins (for which it was not). Proverbs 6:16—19 lists specific sins that God regards as abominations.
The Westminster Larger Catechism devotes two detailed questions (Q. 150-151) to the analysis of the
circumstances that increase the heinousness of specific sins. And the New Testament acknowledges distinctions
in eternal consequence: “It will be more tolerable for the land of Sodom and Gomorrah in the day of judgment
than for that city” that rejected the apostolic witness (Matthew 10:15, NASB 1995).

The challenge of this lesson is to hold these two convictions simultaneously without allowing either to swallow
the other. The temptation on one side is to use the doctrine of degrees of sin as an escape route, to comfort
oneself with the thought that one’s sins are “minor” by comparison with others’, and thereby to minimize the
genuine moral weight of sins that are not dramatically heinous but are nonetheless genuine offenses against a
holy God that require genuine repentance and genuine gospel provision. The temptation on the other side is to
level all sins into an undifferentiated mass of equal gravity, which contradicts both the explicit teaching of
Scripture and the moral intuitions that God has inscribed in every human conscience, and which produces a
morally blunt pastoral practice that cannot distinguish between the person struggling with lustful thoughts and
the person practicing habitual, premeditated fraud.

Scripture’s own approach navigates between these temptations by maintaining both the universal condemnation
of every sin (in its forensic dimension: every sin deserves death) and the graduated moral seriousness of sins in
terms of their aggravating circumstances, their effects on individuals and communities, their depth of willfulness
and defiance, and their proximity to the unforgivable final rejection of the Spirit’s testimony. This lesson develops
that scriptural approach systematically, drawing on the relevant biblical texts, the Mosaic law’s own distinctions,
Jesus’ teaching on the hierarchy of the law, and the Westminster tradition’s careful analysis of the factors that
increase the heinousness of specific sins.

The pastoral stakes of getting this right are considerable. The pastor who cannot distinguish between degrees of
sin will be unable to calibrate his responses to sin proportionally, will respond to the person who missed a quiet
time with the same pastoral urgency as the person who is destroying his family through habitual deception, and
will respond to the habitual deceiver with the same calm assurance as the person who missed a quiet time. Both
responses are pastorally incompetent, because both misread the actual moral gravity of the specific situation. The
good shepherd knows his sheep well enough to know when to apply the healing oil and when to apply the iron
rod of discipline, and that knowledge requires a biblically calibrated moral scale that this lesson is designed to
provide.
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I. The Equalizing Principle

All Sin Deserves Death, Romans 6:23; James 2:10

A. The Universal Sentence: The Wages of Sin Is Death

The theological foundation of the doctrine of sin’s uniform moral seriousness is the divine declaration that every
sin, without exception, incurs the sentence of death. Romans 6:23, “the wages of sin is death”, is among the most
comprehensive and unqualified statements in the entire New Testament. The word “wages” (opsonion) is a
military term for the pay a soldier earns for his service: death is what sin earns, what it has coming, the fair and
appropriate reward for the service it has rendered to the rebellion against God. And the subject of the sentence
is “sin” without qualification: not “serioussin” or “habitual sin” or “presumptuous sin,” but sin as such, in any form
and in any degree. The sentence of death is the universal moral consequence of the universal condition of the
universal human offense against the infinitely holy God.

The theological ground of this universal sentence is the infinite character of the One against whom every sin is
committed. As we established in Lesson 7, sin is always and fundamentally a vertical offense, an assault upon the
character, authority, and glory of God. And the gravity of an offense is determined not merely by the subjective
magnitude of the act but by the dignity and worth of the One against whom it is committed. An offense against
an infinitely holy, infinitely excellent, infinitely worthy God is an infinite offense, regardless of whether the specific
act that constitutes the offense is large or small by human reckoning. The person who commits an act of petty
dishonesty has assaulted the same divine holiness as the person who commits a spectacular moral atrocity, the
assault is less powerful, the damage less extensive, the social consequences less devastating, but the fundamental
moral character of the act, an offense against the infinite God, is the same. And the sentence of death corresponds
to that fundamental moral character, not merely to its specific social and relational consequences.

James 2:10 approaches the same truth from the angle of the law’s moral unity: “For whoever keeps the whole law
and yet stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of all” (NASB 1995). This is not a statement that the person
who tells a single lie has committed the moral equivalent of every possible sin; it is a statement about the
structural character of the law as an expression of the divine character. The moral law is not a collection of
independent regulations, each of which can be observed or violated independently without implications for the
others; it is an organic unity, the expression of the single holy character of the single God who gave it. The person
who violates one commandment has violated the God whose character that commandment expresses, and in
violating that God, has violated the entire moral order that expresses His character. The violation may be limited
in its specific scope, but it is total in its fundamental orientation: it is an act of defiance against the whole God,
not merely against a specific rule.

B. The Moral Logic of Universal Condemnation

The pastoral consequence of this equalizing principle is the elimination of every strategy of self-exemption based
on comparative moral assessment. The temptation to evaluate one’s own sins by comparison with the sins of
others, to find comfort in the thought that “my sins are not as bad as his”, is addressed directly and decisively by
the equalizing principle. Before the tribunal of the infinitely holy God, the comparison is not between one sinner’s
record and another’s but between every sinner’s record and the infinite standard of divine holiness. And measured
against that standard, every human being is equally without a word of self-defense remaining, the “pan stoma
phragai” (every mouth closed) of Romans 3:19 applies with equal force to the respectable moralist and the
spectacular criminal.

This has profound implications for the church’s posture toward those whose sins are publicly visible and
dramatically serious. The temptation of the congregation is to treat publicly visible sinners with a combination of
horror and self-congratulation, horror at the magnitude of what they have done, and self-congratulation at the
contrast between the visible sinner’s record and one’s own. Jesus’ response to this temptation in Luke 13:1-5 is
definitive: when asked about those who had been killed by Pilate and those who had died in the collapse of the
tower of Siloam, He does not address the question of whether those specific people deserved their fate. He turns
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the question back on the questioner: “Unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.” The dramatic deaths of
others are not evidence of their exceptional wickedness; they are warnings to those who are still alive that they
too are in the same category of guilt before God and in the same need of repentance. The equalizing principle is
not a leveling of all moral differences but a leveling of all human pretensions to exemption from the universal
verdict.

“For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of all. For He who
said, ‘Do not commit adultery,’ also said, ‘Do not commit murder.” Now if you do not commit adultery, but
do commit murder, you have become a transgressor of the law.”

James 2:10—11, NASB 1995

II. The Differentiating Principle

Scripture’s Own Acknowledgment of Graduated Moral Seriousness

A. Proverbs 6:16—19 and the Divine Hierarchy of Abominations

The book of Proverbs provides the Old Testament’s most explicit enumeration of sins that God regards with
particular moral abhorrence: “There are six things which the Lord hates, yes, seven which are an abomination to
Him: haughty eyes, a lying tongue, and hands that shed innocent blood, a heart that devises wicked plans, feet
that run rapidly to evil, a false witness who utters lies, and one who spreads strife among brothers” (Proverbs
6:16—19, NASB 1995). The literary form of the numerical saying (“six... seven”) is a standard Hebrew device for
progressive enumeration, and the word “abomination” (to‘ebah) is the strongest language in the Hebrew
vocabulary of divine moral disapproval, the same term used for the most detestable of all violations of the holiness
of God.

The specific sins enumerated in Proverbs 6:16—19 are instructive for what they reveal about the divine perspective
on the moral hierarchy. The list is not dominated by the most dramatic and violent sins; it is dominated by the sins
of character and relational integrity: pride (haughty eyes), deception (a lying tongue), violence against the
innocent (hands that shed innocent blood), moral scheming (a heart that devises wicked plans), eagerness for evil
(feet that run rapidly to evil), false testimony (a false witness who utters lies), and the sowing of relational discord
among the covenant community (one who spreads strife among brothers). The inclusion of sowing strife at the
climactic seventh position is particularly striking: this is not the most dramatic sin on the list, but it is the one that
receives the position of highest emphasis in the literary structure. God regards the deliberate destruction of
relational peace within His community as among the most abominable of human sins, a fact with immediate
implications for the way the church evaluates the relative seriousness of gossip, slander, divisiveness, and the
casual poisoning of communal relationships.

The theological significance of the abomination category for the doctrine of degrees of sin is that it establishes a
divine perspective on moral gradation that is not merely a human cultural judgment. The differentiating principle,
the recognition that some sins are more serious than others, is not the product of human moral intuition or
cultural convention; it is the explicit teaching of the God who gave the moral law and who alone has the authority
and wisdom to evaluate the relative gravity of its violations. When Scripture says that certain sins are
abominations to God, it is not adopting a human scale of moral severity; it is revealing the divine scale, and the
church that takes Scripture seriously is obligated to receive that scale with the same authority with which it
receives the rest of Scripture’s moral teaching.

B. Jesus on the Hierarchy of the Law: Matthew 23:23 and John 19:11

Jesus’ own teaching provides some of the most important New Testament evidence for the doctrine of degrees
of sin, and it comes from two quite different angles. The first is His rebuke of the Pharisees in Matthew 23:23:
“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and cumin, and have neglected the
weightier provisions of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness; but these are the things you should have done
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without neglecting the others” (NASB 1995). The phrase “weightier provisions” (ta barutera tou nomou)
establishes a hierarchy of moral weight within the law itself: justice, mercy, and faithfulness are heavier, more
central, more important, more weighty, than the tithing of garden herbs. Both are obligatory (“these are the things
you should have done without neglecting the others”), but they are not equally weighty.

The distinction Jesus draws is not between commands that are morally binding and commands that are not but
between commands of greater and lesser moral weight, commands that are closer to the heart of the law and
commands that are closer to its periphery. The heart of the law, for Jesus, is the great double commandment: love
God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength, and love your neighbor as yourself (Matthew 22:37-40). The
specific commands of the law are particularizations and applications of these two great commandments, and their
weight is proportional to their proximity to the central concerns of love, justice, mercy, and faithfulness. A legal
system that treats the tithing of garden herbs with the same urgency as the practice of justice toward the
vulnerable has lost its moral center.

The second angle is Jesus’ statement to Pilate in John 19:11: “You would have no authority over Me, unless it had
been given you from above; for this reason he who delivered Me to you has the greater sin” (NASB 1995). The
phrase “the greater sin” (meizona hamartian) is one of the most explicit statements of comparative moral gravity
in the entire New Testament. Jesus is not merely acknowledging that both Pilate and Judas have sinned; He is
explicitly attributing a greater degree of sin to Judas than to Pilate. The factor that makes Judas’ sin greater is
presumably the one most explicitly relevant to the context: Judas had walked with Jesus, heard His teaching,
witnessed His miracles, and enjoyed the most privileged access to divine revelation that any human being in
history had possessed. His betrayal was a sin against incomparably greater light, and therefore a sin of
incomparably greater moral gravity than Pilate’s complicity in an unjust execution.

“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and cumin, and have neglected
the weightier provisions of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness; but these are the things you
should have done without neglecting the others.”

Matthew 23:23, NASB 1995

I11. The Mosaic Law’s Distinctions

Unintentional Sins, High-Handed Sins, and the Sacrificial System

A. Sins of Ignorance and the Sin Offering

The Mosaic law’s most systematic treatment of the distinction between degrees of sin appears in the regulations
for the sin offering in Leviticus 4-5 and the clarifying statement of Numbers 15:27-31. The law provides a specific,
carefully calibrated system of sacrificial atonement for unintentional sins, sins committed “unintentionally”
(bishagagah, in error, through oversight, without full deliberation), adapted to the rank and social standing of the
person who commits the sin. A priest who sins unintentionally brings a young bull (Leviticus 4:3); the whole
congregation brings a young bull (4:13); a leader of the people brings a male goat (4:22); an ordinary individual
brings a female goat or a female lamb (4:27-35). The graduated nature of the offering, even for sins within the
same category of unintentionality, reflects the Mosaic law’s own recognition that the moral gravity of a sin is
affected by the dignity and responsibility of the one who commits it.

The theological principle underlying the unintentional sin offering is that ignorance and lack of full deliberate
intent are genuine mitigating factors in the moral evaluation of sin, without eliminating the sin’s culpability or its
need for atonement. The person who sins unintentionally has genuinely sinned, the sin has been committed, the
divine standard has been violated, guilt has been incurred, and atonement is required. But the sin has been
committed without the full measure of knowing, deliberate defiance that would characterize a high-handed sin,
and therefore its moral gravity is lower and its atonement is appropriately calibrated. This encoding in the legal
system of Israel of the mitigating character of ignorance and inadvertence reflects a principle that the whole of
Scripture affirms: that God evaluates moral acts in the light of the full human condition of the person who commits
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them, taking into account the degree of knowledge, deliberation, and willfulness with which the act was
performed.

B. High-Handed Sins and the Absence of Sacrificial Provision

The contrast to the sin offering for unintentional sins is stark and theologically arresting. Numbers 15:30-31
declares: “But the person who does anything defiantly, whether he is native or an alien, that one is blaspheming
the Lord; and that person shall be cut off from among his people. Because he has despised the word of the Lord
and has broken His commandment, that person shall be completely cut off; his guilt will be on him” (NASB 1995).
The phrase “with a high hand” (bayad ramabh, literally “with a raised hand”) is a vivid idiom for open defiance, the
gesture of the rebel who shakes his fist at the authority he is repudiating. For this category of sin, the Mosaic law
provides no sin offering. The person who sins with a high hand is “cut off from among his people”, excluded from
the covenant community.

The practical illustration immediately follows in Numbers 15:32-36: a man found gathering wood on the Sabbath.
This might seem like a minor infraction by contemporary standards, the gathering of firewood on a designated
day of rest. But the narrative context makes clear that the severity of the response, stoning, the capital
punishment prescribed for covenant-breaking in the Mosaic system, is a response not merely to the specific act
but to its high-handed character. The Sabbath command had been given explicitly, repeatedly, and with the full
force of covenantal authority. The gathering of wood on the Sabbath in that context was not an act of thoughtless
inadvertence but a deliberate act of defiance against a known and explicit divine command. The severity of the
response is proportional to the severity of the defiance.

The theological significance of the absence of a sacrificial provision for high-handed sins is not that such sins are
beyond the reach of divine forgiveness, the New Testament makes unmistakably clear that the blood of Jesus
Christ is sufficient to atone for every sin of every description for every person who repents and believes. What it
establishes is the heightened moral gravity of willful, deliberate, defiant transgression, and the correspondingly
heightened urgency of repentance. The person who has sinned with a high hand against a known divine command
does not merely need the routine pastoral provision of the ordinary means of grace; she needs a repentance that
is proportionally deep, thorough, and genuine, a repentance that takes the full moral weight of the sin with the
seriousness that its deliberately defiant character warrants.

IV. The Westminster Analysis of Aggravating Circumstances

A Systematic Framework for Moral Gradation

A. Circumstances That Aggravate According to the Person Sinning

The Westminster Larger Catechism’s treatment of the aggravating circumstances of sin in Question 151 represents
the most systematic and comprehensive analysis of the factors that increase the heinousness of specific sins in
the Reformed confessional tradition. The catechism identifies four categories of aggravating circumstances, and
the first, circumstances relating to the person sinning, is perhaps the most practically significant because it directly
challenges the temptation to use one’s personal virtue or privilege as a basis for self-exemption from the full
weight of the moral standard.

The catechism specifies that sins are aggravated from the person sinning when committed by those “of riper age,
greater experience or grace, eminent for profession, gifts, place, office, guides to others, and whose example is
likely to be followed by others.” This corresponds to the principle that Jesus articulates in Luke 12:47-48, greater
knowledge and calling intensify the moral gravity of transgression. The pastor who commits the same sin as a new
believer is more culpable than the new believer, not less, because the pastor has received more light, more grace,
more specific training in the recognition and resistance of that sin, and more responsibility to model the godly life
for those who follow his example. The elder who sins is more culpable than the young person who sins, because
the elder has decades of experience of the grace of God and the consequences of sin that the young person has
not yet accumulated. The public profession of faith and the public assumption of positions of spiritual leadership
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amplify the moral gravity of the sins committed in those contexts, not by changing the forensic verdict (which is
the same for all: death) but by increasing the heinousness of the sin in the sight of God and the urgency of the
repentance it requires.

The practical implication of this analysis for church discipline is significant. The Westminster tradition’s insistence
that sins are more heinous when committed by those with greater privilege and responsibility provides the
theological basis for the differential standards that Paul applies to church officers in 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1. The
elder and deacon are held to a higher standard not because their sins are different in kind from the sins of other
believers but because the aggravating circumstances of their office, their public example, and the trust that has
been placed in them by the congregation increase the moral gravity of the same sins when committed by those
who hold those positions. A church that does not understand this principle will be unable to exercise the kind of
measured, proportionally calibrated church discipline that the New Testament clearly contemplates.

B. Circumstances That Aggravate According to the Party Offended and the Nature of the
Offense

The second category of aggravating circumstances in the Westminster analysis concerns the party against whom
the sin is committed. Sins are more heinous when committed against God directly, in the sense of sins specifically
directed at the divine person, such as blasphemy, the rejection of Christ, the quenching of the Spirit, or the
deliberate desecration of what is holy. They are also aggravated when committed against persons “of eminence
in respect of relation and place”, parents, teachers, masters, pastors, magistrates, where the violation of the
relationship of authority and trust compounds the moral gravity of the specific act. And they are aggravated when
committed against the weak, the vulnerable, and those for whose souls the sinner has special responsibility.

The principle that sins against the vulnerable are more heinous finds powerful expression throughout the
prophetic literature. Amos’ indictments of Israel are largely indictments of the exploitation of the poor by the
powerful: “Thus says the Lord, ‘For three transgressions of Israel and for four | will not revoke its punishment,
because they sell the righteous for money and the needy for a pair of sandals. These who pant after the very dust
of the earth on the head of the helpless also turn aside the way of the humble’” (Amos 2:6—7, NASB 1995). The
exploitation of the poor is identified by Amos as among the most serious of Israel’s covenant violations, not merely
because it causes human suffering (though it does) but because it represents the most aggravated form of the
violation of the law of love: the powerful sinning against those who have no recourse or protection.

The third category concerns the nature and quality of the offense itself. Sins are more heinous when committed
against the express letter of the law, not merely the spirit or the general principle but the specific, explicit,
unambiguous command. They are more heinous when committed against the light of nature, when they violate
not merely the revealed law of Scripture but the natural moral intuitions that God has inscribed in every human
conscience. They are more heinous when committed after specific conviction of the Spirit, after prayer and
profession against the same sin, after warnings from pastors or fellow believers, or after the person has been the
recipient of special mercy in connection with the same or similar sin. Each of these circumstances adds the
dimension of knowing defiance to the act, transforming what might otherwise be a sin of weakness into a sin more
nearly approaching the high-handed transgression of Numbers 15.

“That servant who knew his master’s will and did not get ready or act in accord with his will, will receive

many lashes, but the one who did not know it, and committed deeds worthy of a flogging, will receive but

few. From everyone who has been given much, much will be required; and to whom they entrusted much,
of him they will ask all the more.”

Luke 12:47—48, NASB 1995
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V. Sins Against Light and Progressive Hardening
The Dynamic Moral Trajectory of Unrepented Sin

A. The Escalating Gravity of Sins Against Greater Revelation

One of the most sobering pastoral implications of the doctrine of degrees of sin is its application to the escalating
gravity of sins against increasing light. Jesus’ most severe pronouncements of judgment in the Gospels are
consistently directed not at the Gentile world, which had no special access to divine revelation, but at the Jewish
cities that had witnessed His miracles and heard His teaching and refused to repent. “Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe
to you, Bethsaida! For if the miracles had occurred in Tyre and Sidon which occurred in you, they would have
repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes. Nevertheless | say to you, it will be more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon
in the day of judgment than for you” (Matthew 11:21-22, NASB 1995). The principle is stark: greater exposure to
divine revelation, greater witness of divine power, and greater opportunity for repentance, all of these increase
the moral gravity of persistent unbelief and the severity of the ultimate judgment upon it.

This principle has direct and uncomfortable implications for the contemporary evangelical church. The person
who has grown up in a theologically faithful church, who has sat under consistent expository preaching, who has
participated in serious Bible study and Christian fellowship, who has received repeated specific convictions of
conscience about specific sins, and who has nonetheless persisted in those sins, bears a heavier moral weight than
the person who has never been exposed to this degree of light. The very privileges of evangelical formation that
the church celebrates are, in the moral economy of the gospel, the circumstances that increase the gravity of the
sins committed against them. The person who has heard the gospel of grace a thousand times and has continued
to use the doctrine of forgiveness as a license for ongoing, deliberate sin has misused a privilege that increases
rather than decreases the moral seriousness of what she has done.

Paul addresses this specific perversion in Romans 6:1-2 with a directness that should arrest any pastoral indolence
about the escalating gravity of sin under the conditions of gospel privilege: “What shall we say then? Are we to
continue in sin so that grace may increase? May it never be! How shall we who died to sin still live in it?” The logic
is precise: the abounding of grace (Romans 5:20) is not a basis for the continuation of sin but the exact opposite,
because the grace that abounds has not merely cancelled a forensic debt but produced a new creation in which
the old self is dead and the new self is alive to God in Christ Jesus (Romans 6:11). The person who continues to sin
on the basis that grace will abound has not understood grace at all; she has misidentified grace as permission, not
as power, as the removal of moral accountability, not as the provision of moral transformation.

B. Progressive Hardening and the Trajectory of Unrepented Sin

The doctrine of progressive hardening, the spiritual and moral process by which habitual, unrepented sin
progressively diminishes the sensitivity of the conscience and escalates the pattern of disobedience, adds a further
dimension to the doctrine of degrees of sin. The sin that was at one time committed with some residual sense of
guilt and shame becomes, through repetition and the absence of repentance, a sin committed with increasing
ease and decreasing moral sensitivity. Ephesians 4:19 describes the end of this trajectory with the language of
moral deadness: those who have “become callous” have “given themselves over to sensuality for the practice of
every kind of impurity with greediness.” The callousness is not the absence of moral sensation from the beginning;
it is the hardening of a conscience that was once more sensitive into a condition of moral numbness through the
consistent suppression of conviction and the persistent continuation in sin.

The mechanism of progressive hardening is both spiritual and psychological. Spiritually, the repeated rejection of
the Spirit’s convicting work, the suppression of the specific prompting of conscience that accompanies each act of
sin, progressively weakens the Spirit’s testimony in the conscience, not because the Spirit is incapable of continued
conviction but because the persistent suppression of conviction is itself a form of the settled orientation against
the Spirit’s work that moves toward the hardened heart of Pharaoh or the seared conscience of 1 Timothy 4:2.
Psychologically, the habituation that behavioral patterns produce, the neurological dimension of what the Bible
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describes as the “deeds of the body”, reinforces the specific patterns of sin through repeated practice, making the
path of temptation more familiar and the alternative paths of obedience less well-worn.

The pastoral implication of progressive hardening is one of the most urgent that the doctrine of degrees of sin
generates: sin must be addressed promptly, specifically, and with the full weight of the gospel’s resources before
the process of hardening has advanced. The person who comes to a pastor in the early stages of a specific pattern
of sin, when conviction is still sharp, when repentance is still relatively easy, when the behavioral habit is not yet
deeply entrenched, is in a fundamentally different pastoral situation than the person who has been practicing the
same sin for years in an increasingly hardened condition. Both need the same gospel; both need the same Spirit;
both need the same repentance and the same provisions of grace. But the person in the earlier stages will typically
respond more readily to those provisions, because the hardening process has not yet weakened the conscience’s
sensitivity to the point where the ordinary means of conviction and grace are experienced as muted and distant.
The Hebrews 3:13 exhortation, “encourage one another day after day... so that none of you will be hardened by
the deceitfulness of sin” (NASB 1995), is a call to preventive pastoral work, not merely remedial. The community
of believers is to function as a network of mutual accountability and encouragement that interrupts the hardening
process before it has advanced to the point where remedial intervention becomes dramatically more difficult.

VI. Pastoral and Ecclesial Applications

Holding Both Principles Together in Ministry

A. Church Discipline and the Gradation of Sin

The doctrine of degrees of sin has direct and essential implications for the practice of church discipline. The New
Testament’s account of church discipline, most explicitly in Matthew 18:15-20, 1 Corinthians 5:1-13, 2
Thessalonians 3:6—15, and 1 Timothy 5:19-20, clearly contemplates a graduated response to sin that reflects the
gradations of moral gravity the doctrine establishes. The Matthew 18 process, which moves from private
confrontation to the involvement of witnesses to the addressing of the matter before the whole church, is not
merely a procedural sequence; it is a morally calibrated process in which the escalation of the response is
proportional to the seriousness of the offense and the persistence of the offender’s refusal to repent.

Paul’s instruction in 1 Corinthians 5 to “remove the wicked man from among yourselves” (1 Corinthians 5:13,
NASB 1995) in the case of the man who was practicing incest, a sin “of such a kind as does not exist even among
the Gentiles” (5:1), reflects the application of the aggravating circumstances analysis to the specific case: this was
not merely a sin but a sin of exceptional heinousness, committed by a member of the covenant community against
standards that even the surrounding pagan culture recognized as extreme violations of the natural moral order.
The decisive pastoral response, immediate exclusion from the community, was proportional to the exceptional
gravity of the offense. The same response applied to every instance of personal sin in a congregation would be
both pastorally abusive and theologically undiscriminating.

The graduated character of church discipline, from private admonition, to formal confrontation with witnesses,
to community involvement, to the final act of exclusion for the unrepentant, reflects the biblical principle that the
response to sin should be proportional to its gravity and to the offender’s response to the initial stages of
confrontation. The church that moves immediately to formal discipline for every sin, without the prior steps of
private and then witnessed confrontation, has misread the moral gradations that Matthew 18 presupposes. The
church that never arrives at formal discipline and exclusion, regardless of the gravity of the offense and the
persistence of the refusal to repent, has confused pastoral gentleness with pastoral negligence. Both errors are,
in different ways, failures to understand and apply the doctrine of degrees of sin.

B. Preaching, Counseling, and the Calibrated Gospel Response

The doctrine of degrees of sin shapes the practice of preaching and pastoral counseling in ways that are both
practically significant and theologically principled. In preaching, the recognition that sins vary in their degree of
heinousness provides the basis for the kind of proportional emphasis that faithful expository preaching requires.
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The preacher who gives equal time and equal urgency to every ethical command of the text, who treats the
instruction to greet one another with a holy kiss with the same pastoral urgency as the instruction to flee sexual
immorality, has lost the law’s own hierarchy of emphasis. Faithful preaching follows the text’s own moral
emphasis, pressing hardest on the sins that the text identifies as most serious and most destructive, while
maintaining the conviction that every command of God deserves obedience.

In pastoral counseling, the doctrine of degrees of sin provides the diagnostic framework for calibrating the
response to the specific situation of the counselee. The person who is struggling with a specific temptation that
she has not yet acted upon, whose conscience is sharp, and who is genuinely seeking help in resisting the
temptation, needs a different pastoral response than the person who has been acting on that same temptation
for years, whose conscience has become progressively hardened, and whose presenting concern is the
management of guilt rather than the genuine mortification of the sin. The doctrine of progressive hardening
equips the pastor to recognize the difference between these two situations and to respond with the appropriate
combination of gospel grace, specific practical counsel, and, where the situation warrants it, the frank, urgent,
specific warning about the trajectory of the sin and the spiritual danger it represents.

Perhaps the most important pastoral application of the doctrine of degrees of sin is its function in preventing two
opposite forms of pastoral malpractice: the minimization of sin’s seriousness on one hand, and the maximization
of the sinner’s guilt beyond what the specific situation warrants on the other. The person who has committed a
specific sin in a moment of weakness, with genuine remorse and genuine repentance, does not need to be buried
under the same weight of pastoral urgency and intensity as the person who has been practicing the same sin
deliberately and persistently for years. And the person who has been practicing a sin deliberately and persistently
for years does not need to be reassured with the same pastoral gentleness that would be appropriate for the
momentary lapse. Both need the gospel, and the gospel that both need is the same, the free, full, sovereign grace
of justification and sanctification available in Christ. But the pastoral approach to delivering that gospel to each
must be calibrated to the specific moral situation of each, which is what the doctrine of degrees of sin equips the
pastor to do.

“For God is not unjust so as to forget your work and the love which you have shown toward His name, in
having ministered and in still ministering to the saints. And we desire that each one of you show the same
diligence so as to realize the full assurance of hope until the end, so that you will not be sluggish, but
imitators of those who through faith and patience inherit the promises.”

Hebrews 6:10—12, NASB 1995
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Theological Terms and Definitions

Term Definition

Sins of Ignorance The distinction drawn in Numbers 15:27-31 and throughout the Mosaic law between
vs. Presumptuous unintentional sins (shagagah, sins committed without full knowledge or deliberate intent) and
Sins high-handed sins (bayad ramah, sins committed “with a high hand,” in open defiance of the
divine command). The Mosaic sacrificial system provided atonement for unintentional sins
through the sin offering (Leviticus 4-5), but declared that the person who sinned
presumptuously “reproaches the Lord” and “that person shall be cut off from among his
people” (Numbers 15:30—-31, NASB 1995). The distinction is not that presumptuous sins are
beyond the reach of God’s grace, the New Testament makes clear that every sin, however
deliberate and defiant, can be forgiven through the atoning work of Christ, but that they are
more heinous in their moral character because they involve a direct, knowing assault upon
the divine authority, and therefore carry a heavier weight of guilt and a more urgent
requirement of repentance.

Sins Against The principle, taught explicitly by Jesus in Luke 12:47-48 and implicit in the entire structure of
Greater Light the Westminster Larger Catechism’s analysis of aggravating circumstances, that the moral
seriousness of a sin is directly proportional to the degree of knowledge and privilege that the
sinner possessed at the time of its commission. “And that slave who knew his master’s will
and did not get ready or act in accord with his will, will receive many lashes, but the one who
did not know it, and committed deeds worthy of a flogging, will receive but few” (Luke 12:47—
48, NASB 1995). The practical implication is that those who have received the fullest revelation
of God’s will, those who have sat under faithful preaching, who have read the Scriptures
extensively, who have received repeated convictions of conscience, who have made public
professions of faith, bear the most serious guilt when they sin against that knowledge. Jesus’
most severe denunciations were consistently directed not at the openly wicked but at the
religious leaders who sinned against the fullest available light.

Capital Sins / A traditional taxonomic category in Christian moral theology, developed in the desert father
Deadly Sins tradition (especially by John Cassian and Gregory the Great) and codified into the classic list
of seven: pride, covetousness (greed), lust, envy, gluttony, anger (wrath), and sloth (acedia).
The term “capital” comes from the Latin caput (head), these sins are “capital” not because
they necessarily produce the worst individual acts but because they are the head sins from
which other sins most characteristically flow. Pride, for instance, is capital because it
generates envy, anger, and contentiousness; lust generates a range of sexual sins; sloth
generates neglect of spiritual duties. The Reformed tradition has generally maintained this
taxonomy as a useful pastoral framework for identifying the motivational roots of sinful
patterns, while insisting that the list is not exhaustive and that the most fundamental capital
sin is unbelief (or its positive expression, idolatry) rather than pride, since unbelief is the root
from which pride, covetousness, and every other specific disposition of the fallen heart
ultimately grows.

Sin Unto Death (1 John’s enigmatic reference in 1 John 5:16-17 to a “sin leading to death” (hamartia pros
John 5:16-17) thanaton) for which he does not instruct believers to pray, contrasted with sin “not leading to
death” for which intercessory prayer is appropriate and effective. The precise identification of
the sin unto death has been debated throughout church history, with proposals including: the
blasphemy against the Holy Spirit (Matthew 12:31-32); apostasy from the Christian faith;
specific sins that produce physical death as divine discipline (as in 1 Corinthians 11:30); and
the settled, persistent, unrepentant practice of sin that characterizes those who have never
genuinely belonged to the covenant community. The Reformed consensus has generally
understood the sin unto death as the final, settled, Spirit-rejecting apostasy from the truth
that characterized the false teachers John was addressing, closely related to the blasphemy
against the Holy Spirit, rather than as a specific catalogued act that a genuine believer might
accidentally commit.
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Term Definition

Heinous Sins Sins that are more grievous than ordinary sins by reason of their aggravated circumstances,
as analyzed in the Westminster Larger Catechism Q. 151. The catechism identifies several
categories of aggravating circumstances that increase the heinousness of a sin: (1) the person
sinning, those of greater knowledge, calling, or gifts bear greater guilt; (2) the party offended,
sins against God directly, against persons of dignity or office, or against the vulnerable, are
more heinous; (3) the nature and quality of the offense, sins against the express letter of the
law, premeditated, committed after conviction, or involving vows and special privileges; (4)
the circumstances, sins committed in public, at holy times, or in the presence of others who
may be led astray. The doctrine of heinous sins does not establish a category of sins that
require a different atonement, the blood of Christ is sufficient for all sin, but it establishes the
moral seriousness with which the most aggravated sins must be viewed and the corresponding
urgency of the repentance and pastoral care they require.

Weightier Matters | Jesus’ own category in Matthew 23:23, where He rebukes the Pharisees for tithing mint, dill,
of the Law and cumin while neglecting “the weightier provisions of the law: justice and mercy and
faithfulness.” This category establishes that within the moral content of the law, not all
commands are of equal weight, that there is a hierarchy of moral priority in which the great
commands of love, justice, mercy, and faithfulness occupy a more central and more weighty
position than ceremonial minutiae. This does not mean that the lighter matters are
unimportant, Jesus explicitly says they “ought to have been done”, but that the ordering of
moral priorities matters, and that the person who scrupulously observes ceremonial details
while neglecting the central moral demands of the law has fundamentally misread the law’s
own hierarchy of concern. The weightier matters of the law correspond to what the
Westminster Larger Catechism calls the “more general and more particular” duties required
by each commandment, with the first and great commandment (love of God) and the second
(love of neighbor) providing the organizing structure for all specific commands.

Intentional vs. The moral distinction between sins committed in full knowledge and with deliberate purpose
Unintentional Sin (intentional) and sins committed without full awareness, under compulsion, through
weakness, or by oversight (unintentional). While every sin, whether intentional or
unintentional, is morally culpable and requires forgiveness through the atoning work of Christ,
the intentional dimension significantly increases the moral gravity of the sin. The Mosaic
sacrificial system encoded this distinction institutionally: specific sin offerings were prescribed
for unintentional sins (Leviticus 4-5) but not for high-handed, deliberate transgressions
(Numbers 15:30-31), reflecting the divine recognition that willful defiance of a known
command carries a heavier moral weight than transgression through ignorance or weakness.
Paul’s statement in 1 Timothy 1:13 that he received mercy because he “acted ignorantly in
unbelief” implies that the intentional character of a sin is a genuine moral consideration,
though not one that places the intentional sinner outside the reach of God’s grace.

Social / Structural | The category of sin that operates through social institutions, cultural norms, economic
Sin systems, and structural arrangements rather than through the deliberate individual choices of
specific persons. The biblical basis for this category includes the prophetic indictments of
unjust social systems (Isaiah 1:10-17; Amos 2:6—8; Micah 2:1-2), the New Testament’s
acknowledgment that the powers and principalities operate through earthly structures
(Ephesians 6:12), and the recognition that individual sinners inhabit and are shaped by corrupt
social environments that reinforce and propagate their sin. The Reformed tradition has
engaged cautiously with the concept of structural sin, affirming that social structures can
encode and perpetuate the effects of human sinfulness while insisting that ultimate moral
accountability is always personal: structures do not sin, people do, and the structures are
corrupted expressions of the sinful dispositions of the human beings who create and maintain
them. The gospel addresses structural sin through the transformation of individuals and the
prophetic witness of the church.
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Term Definition

Mortal vs. Venial The distinction developed in medieval Roman Catholic theology between sins that destroy the
Sin principle of spiritual life in the soul (mortal sins, requiring sacramental absolution) and sins
that merely weaken it (venial sins, remissible through lesser penitential acts). As noted in
Lesson 2, the Reformers rejected this distinction on three grounds: inadequate biblical
warrant, dangerous pastoral consequences (enabling the management of serious sin through
sacramental mechanisms rather than through genuine repentance and faith), and the implicit
undermining of the Pauline principle that every sin, however small, renders the sinner
deserving of death (Romans 6:23). The Reformed tradition affirms degrees of seriousness in
sin without creating a category of sin that does not forfeit the sinner’s standing before God
and require the full provision of the atonement. Every sin, however small, is serious enough
to require the blood of Christ; and every sin, however great, is small enough to be covered by
the blood of Christ for those who repent and believe.

Progressive The spiritual and moral process by which habitual, unrepented sin progressively diminishes
Hardening the sensitivity of the conscience, weakens the capacity for genuine conviction, and eventually
produces a condition of moral callousness in which the awareness of sin’s seriousness is
significantly impaired. Paul describes this process in Ephesians 4:17-19: Gentiles walk “in the
futility of their mind, being darkened in their understanding, excluded from the life of God
because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the hardness of their heart; and they,
having become callous, have given themselves over to sensuality for the practice of every kind
of impurity with greediness.” The progression, from darkness of understanding to hardness of
heart to callousness to the unrestricted practice of impurity, describes the spiritual trajectory
of habitual, unrepented sin. The pastoral implication is urgent: sin that is not addressed
promptly through repentance and the means of grace does not remain at its original level of
seriousness but escalates through the progressive hardening process, making subsequent
repentance increasingly difficult and subsequent sin increasingly uninhibited.
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Practical Application

A. For the Mind: What Must We Believe?

We must believe both principles simultaneously and without sacrificing either to the other: that every sin, without
exception, deserves death and condemnation before the infinitely holy God (the equalizing principle), and that
not all sins are morally equivalent in terms of their aggravating circumstances, their degree of willfulness, their
proximity to the fundamental orientation of the heart against God, and their consequences for the individual and
the community (the differentiating principle). These two convictions are not in tension; they are complementary
dimensions of a fully developed biblical Hamartiology. The failure to hold both simultaneously produces either a
morally indiscriminate theology that cannot distinguish between levels of pastoral urgency, or a comparative
morality that uses the recognition of degrees of sin as an escape route from the full weight of the universal
condemnation.

We must also believe that the factor most consistently identified by Scripture as increasing the moral gravity of
sin is the degree of knowledge and privilege against which it is committed. This has direct and uncomfortable
implications for the moral accountability of those who have received the fullest revelation, the most faithful
pastoral care, the most extensive theological formation, and the most specific and repeated convictions of the
Spirit. The evangelical believer who sins against this degree of light does not sin with less moral gravity than the
person who sins in relative ignorance; she sins with more. The privilege of the gospel is simultaneously the greatest
possible means of grace and the greatest possible basis for the aggravation of sins committed against it.

B. For the Heart: What Must We Feel and Desire?

The doctrine of degrees of sin should produce in the believing heart a combination of honest moral seriousness
and proportional spiritual vigilance. Honest moral seriousness means refusing both the minimization of specific
sins (“this is nothing serious”) and the maximization of specific sins beyond their actual gravity (“my sin is too
great to be forgiven”). The goal is accurate moral perception, the honest assessment of the specific sin in the
specific situation with the specific aggravating or mitigating circumstances, followed by the specific response that
the specific moral assessment warrants: repentance calibrated to the gravity of the offense, and faith in the grace
calibrated to the specific form of the need.

Desire, above all, the kind of spiritually sensitive conscience that feels the weight of sin, including comparatively
minor sins, rather than the progressive hardening that makes the awareness of sin’s weight increasingly dim. The
Hebrews 3:13 community of mutual daily encouragement is God’s appointed means for maintaining the sensitivity
that progressive hardening destroys, and the believer who participates in such a community, who submits to the
specific, personal, sin-naming accountability of genuine spiritual friendship, is the believer who is most protected
against the trajectory that the doctrine of progressive hardening describes.

C. For the Hands: What Must We Do?

e Read Proverbs 6:16—19 meditatively and allow the specific list to function as an examination of conscience.
Ask yourself: which of these seven abominations is most characteristic of the way your own sin tends to
express itself? Haughty eyes, the pride that generates contempt for others? A lying tongue, the habitual or
occasional deception that distorts the truth for self-serving purposes? Hands that shed innocent blood, not
necessarily literally, but in the sense of the willingness to harm the innocent for personal gain? A heart that
devises wicked plans, the premeditated, scheming character that marks the most aggravated sins? Feet that
run rapidly to evil, the eagerness for sin rather than the reluctant stumbling into it? A false witness, the
willingness to misrepresent truth in a way that harms others? One who spreads strife among brothers, the
divisive tongue that poisons relational peace in the community? The list is an instrument of self-knowledge,
and self-knowledge is the beginning of repentance.

e Study the Westminster Larger Catechism Q. 150-151 carefully and apply its analysis of aggravating
circumstances to a specific pattern of sin in your own life. Identify: (a) what the aggravating circumstances
of your person are, the light, gifts, calling, and grace against which you are sinning; (b) what the aggravating
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circumstances of the party offended are, whether you are sinning against God directly, against those in
positions of trust or authority, or against the vulnerable; (c) what the aggravating circumstances of the
offense itself are, whether it is against the express letter of the law, premeditated, committed after specific
conviction, or continued despite the means of grace. This analysis is not intended to produce despair but to
produce the proportionally deep repentance that the proportionally serious sin requires.

e Examine your own conscience for evidence of progressive hardening in any specific area of sin. Ask honestly:
is there a sin that | once felt more sharply than | feel it now? Is there a pattern of disobedience that once
produced immediate remorse and immediate resolution to repent but that has become increasingly
comfortable, increasingly rationalized, and increasingly resistant to the Spirit’s conviction? If so, the
Hebrews 3:13 prescription is immediately relevant: bring the specific area of hardening to a trusted,
spiritually mature friend or pastor today, expose it to the light of specific accountability, and bring the full
weight of the gospel’s mortifying and sanctifying provision to bear on it before the hardening process
advances further.

e Study Matthew 18:15-20 as the church’s procedural expression of the doctrine of degrees of sin. Note the
graduated character of the process: private confrontation first, then with witnesses, then before the church.
Ask: is this process actually practiced in the congregation you serve or attend? If church discipline has been
neglected, as it has been in the majority of contemporary evangelical churches, what is the theological cost
of that neglect? What specific steps would be necessary to recover the practice, and what teaching would
the congregation need to receive about the doctrine of degrees of sin before it could engage in the practice
with the theological understanding and pastoral sensitivity that the process requires?

e Reflect on Jesus’ statement in Matthew 11:21-22 that it will be “more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon in the
day of judgment” than for Chorazin and Bethsaida, and apply the principle to your own ministry context.
Who in your congregation has been exposed to the greatest degree of faithful preaching, careful theological
instruction, and specific pastoral care? And are there patterns of sin in those persons that are, by the
doctrine of degrees, the most morally serious in the congregation precisely because they are being
committed against the greatest light? How does this affect the pastoral urgency with which you approach
the spiritual formation of the most theologically informed and most pastorally privileged members of the
congregation?

Key Texts: Proverbs 6:16—19; Numbers 15:27—-31; Matthew 5:21—22; 23:23; 11:21—22; John 19:11; 1 John
5:16—17; Romans 6:23; James 2:10—11; Luke 12:47—48; Hebrews 3:13; 6:10—12; Ephesians 4:17—19
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Study and Discussion Questions

Opening Question

1.

Before studying this lesson, how did you navigate the apparent tension between the principle that all sin
deserves death (Romans 6:23; James 2:10) and the principle that not all sins are equally serious? Did you
tend to emphasize one at the expense of the other? Did the recognition of degrees of sin function in your
own thinking primarily as a theological nuance or as a practical pastoral tool? How has the lesson’s
development of both principles together changed or confirmed your prior understanding?

Observation Questions (What Do the Texts Say?)

2.

Read Proverbs 6:16—19 carefully and analyze the specific content and the literary structure of the passage.
What literary device does the sage employ (“six... seven”), and what does this device typically accomplish in
Hebrew poetry? What is the significance of the word “abomination” (to‘ebah) in this context, where else is
the same word used in the Old Testament, and what does the consistency of its usage reveal about the
divine perspective on the sins it describes? Why might “one who spreads strife among brothers” occupy the
climactic seventh position in the list?

Read Numbers 15:27-36 carefully. What specific distinction does verses 27—-31 draw between unintentional
sin and high-handed sin? What is the specific consequence assigned to each? What does the immediately
following narrative of the wood-gatherer (verses 32-36) establish about the practical application of the
high-handed sin category? How does the severity of the response to what appears to be a minor infraction
serve to illustrate the theological principle about the character of deliberately defiant sin?

Read Matthew 23:23 in its context of Matthew 23:13—39. Jesus says the Pharisees “neglected the weightier
provisions of the law.” What specific provisions does He identify as weightier (barutera)? Then read
Matthew 22:37-40, where Jesus summarizes the entire law in the double commandment of love. What is
the relationship between the “weightier provisions” of 23:23 and the double commandment of 22:37-407
How does this relationship establish the principle by which the hierarchy of moral weight within the law is
determined?

Read John 19:11 in its context of John 19:1-16. What specific claim does Jesus make about the comparative
sin of Judas and Pilate? What factor does Jesus seem to be citing as the basis for the comparison? How does
this statement relate to the broader principle of Luke 12:47-48 about the heightened moral gravity of sins
committed against greater knowledge and calling? What does the combination of these two texts establish
about the principle that governs the most significant category of moral aggravation in Jesus’ own teaching?

Read Hebrews 3:7-19 and identify every reference to the hardening of the heart. What is the specific cause
of the hardening described in verse 13 (“the deceitfulness of sin”)? What is the prescribed remedy (verse
13: “encourage one another day after day”)? How does the Hebrews 3 passage develop the doctrine of
progressive hardening as a pastoral concern rather than merely a doctrinal category? What is the urgency
(“while it is still called ‘Today,”” verse 13) that the passage attaches to the anti-hardening work of the
community?

Interpretation Questions (What Does It Mean?)

7.

The lesson argues that the two principles, the equalizing principle (all sin deserves death) and the
differentiating principle (sins differ in degree of heinousness), are not in tension but are complementary
dimensions of a fully developed biblical Hamartiology. Evaluate this claim. Is there a genuine logical tension
between these two principles, or is the tension merely apparent? If the tension is merely apparent, what
specific theological clarification dissolves it? And what specifically does the doctrine of gradations of sin add
to the pastoral repertoire that the equalizing principle alone cannot provide?

The lesson treats the Westminster Larger Catechism’s analysis of aggravating circumstances (Q. 151) as a
systematic framework for applying the biblical doctrine of degrees of sin. Evaluate the catechism’s analysis.
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10.

11.

Are all the categories it identifies clearly grounded in specific biblical texts? Are there categories of
aggravating circumstances that the catechism has omitted or underemphasized? How does the catechism’s
analysis compare with the moral gradations that Jesus’ own teaching implies? Is the catechetical framework
an adequate expression of the biblical doctrine, or does it require supplementation from other angles?

The lesson argues that the doctrine of progressive hardening has urgent pastoral implications, that sin must
be addressed promptly before the hardening process advances. How does this principle relate to the
doctrine of the perseverance of the saints, the Reformed conviction that the genuinely elect will not finally
and fatally fall away from grace? Is there a tension between the pastoral urgency implied by the progressive
hardening doctrine and the theological security implied by the perseverance doctrine? How does the
Reformed tradition navigate between these two?

The lesson identifies the person who sins against the greatest light as bearing the most serious moral guilt,
and applies this to the theologically formed evangelical believer. Some would argue that this principle is
itself a form of works-based thinking, that it introduces a variable into the moral calculus that undermines
the radical equality of grace for all sinners. Evaluate this objection. Is the principle that greater knowledge
increases the gravity of sin a form of works-based thinking, or is it a theologically legitimate application of
the biblical data about the relationship between revelation, responsibility, and accountability?

The lesson engages cautiously with the category of social and structural sin, sin that operates through
institutional and social arrangements rather than through discrete individual choices. How far does the
biblical evidence for corporate moral responsibility (the prophetic indictments of social systems, the Pauline
language about “princialities and powers”) support the concept of social sin as a distinct theological
category? Does the category helpfully expand the doctrine of sin to address the moral complexity of
corporate and institutional life, or does it risk obscuring the personal moral accountability that is always
primary in the biblical account of sin? How should the doctrine of degrees of sin, applied to the social
dimension, shape the church’s engagement with institutional injustice?

Application Questions (What Does It Demand of Us?)

12.

13.

14.

Apply the Westminster Larger Catechism’s analysis of aggravating circumstances to a specific pastoral
situation in your ministry context, either a real situation you are currently navigating or a representative
type of situation you frequently encounter. Identify the specific aggravating circumstances that are present
(relating to the person sinning, the party offended, the nature of the offense, and the circumstances of time
and place). How does the identification of these aggravating circumstances change the pastoral strategy
you would employ? What specific aspects of the gospel’s provision would you emphasize in addressing the
aggravated dimensions of the sin?

The lesson notes that the evangelical believer who sins against the fullest available light bears the heaviest
moral weight. Apply this principle honestly to your own life. In what specific areas are you sinning against
the greatest degree of theological knowledge, pastoral formation, spiritual experience, or specific
conviction? The identification of sins against the greatest light should produce not additional condemnation,
the equalizing principle assures you that the atonement of Christ is no less sufficient for your sins than for
anyone else’s, but the most specific, the most urgent, and the most comprehensive repentance that the
specific moral weight of the situation requires.

The doctrine of progressive hardening implies that the most important moment in the pastoral care of a
person struggling with a specific sin is the earliest moment, when conviction is sharpest, repentance is most
accessible, and the behavioral habit is least entrenched. Reflect on how this principle shapes the way you
approach conversations about sin in your pastoral or relational context. Are you inclined to wait until a
situation becomes severe before addressing it directly, or do you practice the “day after day”
encouragement of Hebrews 3:13 that prevents the hardening process from advancing? What specific
changes to your pastoral or relational patterns would the doctrine of progressive hardening require?
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15. The Pharisees in Matthew 23:23 scrupulously observed minor commands while neglecting the weightier
matters of justice, mercy, and faithfulness. Identify the specific ways in which the same misorientation,
scrupulous attention to the less weighty commands while neglecting the weightier, manifests in your own
congregation’s spiritual culture. Are there specific behaviors or moral standards that receive
disproportionate pastoral emphasis relative to the weightier concerns of love, justice, mercy, and
faithfulness to God and neighbor? And conversely, are there weightier matters that receive insufficient
emphasis because they are less culturally comfortable or less easily measured?

16. The lesson concludes with the argument that the doctrine of degrees of sin is essential for preventing two
opposite forms of pastoral malpractice: the minimization of sin’s seriousness and the maximization of the
sinner’s guilt beyond what the specific situation warrants. Which of these two errors do you observe more
frequently in the evangelical pastoral culture you inhabit, and which are you personally more prone to?
What specific doctrinal and pastoral formation would address the specific error you identify as most
prevalent? And how does the gospel, the free, full, specific, perfectly calibrated grace of Christ, function as
the corrective to both errors simultaneously?
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Prayer Focus

Open this lesson’s time of prayer with a reading of Proverbs 6:16—19 followed by a reading of Lamentations 3:22—
23. The juxtaposition is intentional and theologically instructive. Proverbs 6:16—19 establishes the divine
perspective on the most abominable of human sins, the list of what God hates, what He regards as an
abomination, the specific patterns of human wickedness that most directly assault the character and purposes of
the holy God. Receive the list not as a description of especially unusual sinners but as the revelation of the
tendencies that lie, in various forms and degrees, within every fallen human heart. Ask the Spirit to illuminate
which of these patterns most characterizes the orientation of your own heart, even if not in the most dramatic
visible forms. Then read Lamentations 3:22-23: “The Lord’s lovingkindnesses indeed never cease, for His
compassions never fail. They are new every morning; great is Your faithfulness.” The contrast between the divine
hatred of sin in Proverbs 6 and the divine compassion in Lamentations 3 is not a contradiction; it is the structure
of the gospel. God hates sin with infinite moral seriousness; He loves sinners with infinite covenant faithfulness.
Both are true simultaneously, and the cross is the place where both meet: where the infinite hatred of sin and the
infinite love of the sinner are both fully expressed and fully resolved in the same act of divine justice and mercy.

Pray in the structure of the two principles, moving back and forth between the equalizing and differentiating
dimensions of the doctrine. Pray in the key of the equalizing principle: that every sin, however small, is a genuine
offense against the infinite holiness of the God who deserves all of your love and all of your obedience, and that
the specific sins you are inclined to minimize, the small dishonesties, the casual ingratitudes, the momentary
contempts, the quiet self-assertions, are genuine violations of the God who made you and loves you, that deserve
genuine repentance and genuine reliance on the atoning work of Christ. Then pray in the key of the differentiating
principle: that specific patterns of sin that bear the specific aggravating circumstances of greater light, greater
privilege, greater calling, and greater grace, the patterns of sin that are most characteristic of your specific moral
situation, require a proportionally deeper, more specific, more urgent repentance, and that the Spirit who convicts
of sin (John 16:8) would bring His full specific weight of conviction to bear on the specific patterns that are most
seriously aggravated by the specific circumstances of your life and calling.

Pray together in three directions for the pastoral application of this lesson. First, for wisdom in the exercise of
church discipline in your ministry context: that the church would neither overlook serious sin in the name of grace
nor respond to every sin with the same heavy hand, but that the graduated, proportional, love-motivated
discipline of Matthew 18 would be practiced with the theological clarity and pastoral wisdom that the doctrine of
degrees of sin provides as its framework. Second, for those in your congregation or sphere of pastoral care who
are at risk of progressive hardening, who have been hearing the gospel faithfully for years, whose moral
convictions are increasingly comfortable with specific patterns of sin that they once found more troubling, and
whose conscience has been showing signs of the dulling that habitual unrepented sin produces. Pray that the
Spirit who “convicts the world of sin” (John 16:8) would rekindle the specific conviction that is being suppressed,
before the hardening process advances to the point where the ordinary means of grace find less and less purchase.
Third, for the larger church in its engagement with a culture that has increasingly organized its moral philosophy
around the denial of both the equalizing principle (all sin deserves death) and the differentiating principle (some
sins are more serious than others): pray for the courage to maintain both, and for the wisdom to apply both in
ways that are simultaneously faithful to the full weight of the biblical doctrine and genuinely compassionate
toward the sinners to whom it is addressed.

Close with a reading of Romans 5:20-21 as the doxological resolution of the entire lesson’s tensions: “And the
Law came in so that the transgression would increase; but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more, so
that, as sin reigned in death, even so grace would reign through righteousness to eternal life through Jesus Christ
our Lord.” Both principles are present in this concluding text. The law’s entrance caused sin to “increase”, not in
the sense that sin became more common but in the sense that it became more visible, more specifically identified,
more precisely categorized, more clearly seen in its degrees and its aggravating circumstances, this is the
differentiating principle. And the grace that “abounded all the more” is grace that specifically and
comprehensively answered the sin that had been specifically and comprehensively identified, grace that is greater
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than the smallest sin and greater than the most aggravated sin, grace that covers every category and every degree,
grace that reigns “through righteousness to eternal life” for all who trust in the One whose obedience is the
specific, proportional, perfectly calibrated answer to every specific, aggravated, degree-bearing violation of the
holy law of God.

“There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. For the law of the Spirit of life
in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of death.”

Romans 8:1—2, NASB 1995

Key Texts: Proverbs 6:16—19; Numbers 15:27—36; Matthew 23:23; 22:37—40; 18:15—20; 11:21—22; John
19:11; 1 John 5:16—17; Romans 6:23; 5:20—21; 8:1—2; James 2:10—11; Luke 12:47—48; Hebrews 3:7-19;
Ephesians 4:17-19

Soli Deo Gloria
To God Alone Be the Glory

FAITHFUL TO THE WORD

Dr. Joshua Nichols
Jjosh@faithfultotheword.com | faithfultotheword.com

Dr. Joshua Nichols faithfultotheword.com Page 20



