
Sin

0. Introduction.
This is a huge, huge topic, so don’t try to cover everything. You can review some points, but mainly 

focus on a couple of main themes that are most relevant to your group’s needs or level:  
➢ consequences of sin
➢ forgiveness
➢ “losing” salvation
➢ handling temptation
➢ addressing other’s sins or errors
➢ learning from our mistakes
➢ holiness
➢ sanctification

You  can  refer  to  previous  studies  on  Psalm  51 (on  forgiveness  and  consequences)  and  John  21 (Peter’s 
restoration, on learning from our mistakes) for more notes and questions; some questions here are taken from 
those studies. For John 21, the notes explain the Greek words for ‘love’ in the passage, and explain why you 
don’t need to worry at all about the Greek words for ‘love’ in the passage (but a few preachers make a big deal 
out of it). 

Though Christians have differing views about losing one’s salvation, the most common view among 
mainstream evangelicals like us, and what we teach at this fellowship, is that it is impossible to lose one’s 
salvation. To say that we could lose our salvation would be to say that what Jesus did on the cross was somehow 
incomplete, imperfect, or not enough. His sacrifice is fully effective to atone for our sins – past, present, and 
future. Even if a believer dies in a state of unforgiven sin. Salvation brings full covering or atonement of our sins 
in God’s eyes, so that we can enter into a relationship with him to begin with. Then during our Christian life, 
when  we  commit  sins,  we  ask  for  forgiveness,  because  those  come  between  us  and  God  in  our  current 
relationship; they do not end the relationship. That affects our temporary, daily status, not our permanent status 
as God’s children. Furthermore, salvation is an act of God, not of ourselves; it was God who saved us by his 
miraculous power, and we had nothing to do with it, except to consent to entering into the relationship. Since 
salvation is an act of God alone, nothing can undo it. 

Some verses refer to “falling away” or such, for example, Heb. 6:4-61. However, this is a controversial 

1 Heb. 6:4-6. It is impossible for those who have once been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, who have shared in the Holy Spirit, 5who 
have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the coming age, 6if they fall away, to be brought back to repentance, because to 
their loss they are crucifying the Son of God all over again and subjecting him to public disgrace. 
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and ambiguous passage, and thus difficult, so you can’t stake a whole doctrine of losing salvation on one or two 
such verses alone, in light of versus to the contrary (in the question section below). Passages like this refer to 
people who become familiar with Christianity and have maybe some meaningful spiritual experiences, but do 
not commit their lives to Christ, and for some reason decide not to, and leave church. Of course, we can’t judge 
such people, but this is a warning to seekers who might give up easily for selfish or improper reasons. Other 
passages referring to “falling away” refer to heretics who leave, who weren’t really Christians, or to people who 
weren’t really Christians to begin with. Sometimes people have an emotional religious experience, but don’t 
really  sincerely  accept  Christ  (either  due  to  their  own  superficial  emotionalism,  or  an  overly  emotional 
evangelistic  appeal  that  maybe  lacks  substance);  they  have  religious  emotions,  but  not  biblical  faith  or 
commitment. Sometimes people go thru the motions of responding to an altar call or evangelistic appeal, but 
don’t really believe with biblical faith, either – they probably assume, wrongly, that just saying some words or 
going to an altar call itself makes one a Christian, and don’t understand what is really required. People who 
respond without genuine faith may appear to be believers, but at some point will likely fall away (like Jesus’ 
parable of the sower). That’s the matter of a false conversion, a false Christian, who wasn’t really saved. This is 
not uncommon in American religious culture, where many people have a superficial understanding of what it 
means to be a Christian.

The idea of “once saved, always saved” is called eternal security. That does not give any one license to 
abuse God’s forgiveness and make it into a “cheap grace”. We can’t abuse the security of our salvation. Sin may 
be forgiven, but sin still has consequences, which is a separate issue apart from forgiveness. Otherwise, if the 
consequences  of  it  were  waived,  we  would  never  learn  from  our  mistakes.  We  still  have  to  deal  with 
consequences and learn from sins and mistakes. On the other hand, we can’t give in to satanic deception and 
allow ourselves to be racked with guilt over the past, if God has forgiven us. We have to have assurance and 
believe that God has in fact forgiven us, and maybe even forgive ourselves, and learn the lessons that God would 
want us to learn to turn it into something positive or helpful. Sometimes, it takes time and prayer to discern what 
lessons God wants us to learn. This may include examining our hearts to understand what drove us to commit 
particular sins – our motives may not be so easy to discern without the Spirit’s help. 

Finally, if you ask a general question like “how can we avoid sinning”, you’ll get a hundred possible 
answers, most of which will be plausible and valid. But the answers will be just as broad and theoretical as the 
question, and will depend on each person’s experience. It’s best to focus such a question in terms of a few 
specific solutions like: (1) heart motives (like focusing more on practical holiness and love of God), (2) Spirit-
filled living, (3) accountability, and best of all, (4) in terms of spiritual disciplines – after all, that’s why we call 
them disciplines. 

1. Basics.
 What  is  sin?  The New Testament  Greek  word  (hamartia)  literally  meant  “missing  the  mark”  –  a 

metaphor from archery. What does this mean? What else is involved in sin? 
 Why does God not like it? What is God’s standard? Why is he so absolute and inflexible on this? Why 

did Jesus have to die for us because of it? If God is all-powerful, why couldn’t he just “erase” it and 
forgive us if he wanted to2?

2 Some religions like Islam teach like this in regard to sin and salvation.
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2. Forgiveness.

Psalm 51:1-3. Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot out my 
transgressions. 2Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin. 3For I know my transgressions, and my sin is always 
before me.  (or read the entire Psalm)

1 John 1:9. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness3. 

1. Why do  we  need  to  seek  forgiveness  if  we’re  already  saved?  How do  we  get  forgiven?  What  is 
“confession”? 

2. What is repentance4? Why is it necessary? 
3. What do we need to do to be forgiven of particular sins? What if you’re not aware of all your sins – you 

can only confess what you’re aware of? In that case, are you really in trouble? 
4. What does love have to do with reconciliation with God, or spiritual restoration? Isn't it enough to just 

ask God for forgiveness?
5. Is forgiveness just a matter to say you're sorry? Is it valid to keep asking for forgiveness mechanically or 

ritualistically, and going on? How might that be abusing God's grace?
6. Why is it important to reaffirm our love for God? When is it a good idea to do so?
7. After sinning, why did King David appeal to God's love as a basis for forgiveness? (Psalm 51:1) Why 

would this be helpful to him as he seeks forgiveness?
8. To use a more familiar example: After couples argue and make up, why might they reaffirm their love 

for each other? (Telling each other, “I love you” after reconciling – don't they know that already?)
9. How often do you express your love to God? Why is that important in a spiritual relationship (just as in 

human relationships)? Why is it especially helpful in the process of forgiveness and restoration?
10. Do you ever reaffirm your love of God when you seek forgiveness? Do you ever appeal to his love when 

you ask for forgiveness?

2a. Consequences.
➢ Look at King David’s case. He eventually asked for and received forgiveness. Does that mean he didn’t 

have to pay any price? Does forgiveness mean no consequences? Is that fair? Would it be good for us if 
we were freed from the consequences of sin as well as being forgiven? Would we ever learn or grow?

➢ See also:

Proverbs 11:18. The wicked man earns deceptive wages, but he who sows righteousness reaps a sure reward. 

Proverbs 22:8. He who sows wickedness reaps trouble, and the rod of his fury will be destroyed. 

Gal. 6:7-8. Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows. 8The one who sows to please his sinful 
nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life. 

 

2b. Losing salvation?
Rom. 8:31-39. What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? 32He who did not spare 
his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? 33Who will bring 
any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies. 34Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died
—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us. 35Who shall separate us 
from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword?  36As it is 

3 ‘Confess’ in the Greek (homologeo) literally means ‘think the same as’, i.e., ‘recognize, acknowledge’.
4 In Greek, ‘repentance’ is metanoia, literally meaning ‘changing one’s mind or attitude’. Pastors also use the definition of ‘turning around’; I’m not sure 

where it comes from. (maybe Hebrew?), but it’s nonetheless valid. The English word ‘repent’ comes from Latin, meaning ‘to feel pain or regret’. 
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written: “For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.” 37No, in all these things 
we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor 
demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 39neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will 
be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

2 Cor. 5:17-19. Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! 18All this is from 
God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: 19that God was reconciling the 
world to himself in Christ, not counting men's sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation.

2 Cor. 5:21. God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.

Heb. 10:10. And by that will, we have been made holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all. 

1 John 2:2. He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.

 Can you lose your salvation? How bad can you screw up? 
 Would it be eternal life if you could somehow lose it?
 What does salvation depend on? Your obedience? Good works? 
 What does it mean that Jesus “became sin” for us? That he died for all the world’s sins? (Why 

then isn’t everyone automatically saved?)
 Who saved you? Did you have any role in the process? Can you “unsave” yourself? Can you 

undo what God has done? What Christ did on the cross?
 Is there any way Satan, or anything else, can come between you and God? 

If  you want to use a strong theological argument,  and can handle the depths of predestination (as 
explained in my notes to Eph. 1), you can use this as an advanced argument. Otherwise, just 8:28 is 
good. 

Rom. 8:28-30. And we know that  in all  things God works for  the good of  those who love him, who have been called 
according to his purpose. 29For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he 
might be the firstborn among many brothers. 30And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; 
those he justified, he also glorified. 

[Also refer to the sections on assurance of salvation in the study on Holy Spirit, and on the sin of blasphemy 
against the Spirit.]

3. Handling temptation. 

James 1:13-15. When tempted, no one should say, “God is tempting me.” For God cannot be tempted by evil,  nor does he 
tempt anyone; 14but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed. 15Then, after desire 
has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.

1 Cor. 10:12-13. So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don't fall! 13No temptation has seized you except 
what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are 
tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it.

Matthew 26:41. Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation. The spirit is willing, but the body is weak. 

Heb. 2:18. Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted. 

Heb. 4:15-16. For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has 
been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin. 16Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, 
so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.

Rom. 6:14. For sin shall not be your master, because you are not under law, but under grace. 

Mt. 6:13. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one.

Rom. 8:37. No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 
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 Discuss each of the verses above. How do they help you? How are they meaningful to you in times of 
temptation? 

 How do you pray the model prayer from Mt. 6 (the Lord’s Prayer) in real situations?

 Can you share some personal examples of successfully overcoming troubling sins and sin habits? 

 How do you deal with troubling sins that you can’t overcome?

 How can you discipline yourself to be more holy? (hint: discipline...as in spiritual disciplines) What do 
the following verses have to say? How would the following advice help? How do Scripture meditation 
and memorization help?

Psalm 119:10-12. I seek you with all my heart; do not let me stray from your commands. 11I have hidden your word in my 
heart that I might not sin against you. 12 Praise be to  you, O LORD; teach me your decrees.

Psalm 1:1-3. Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the 
seat of mockers. 2 But his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates day and night. 3 He is like a tree 
planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in season and whose leaf does not wither. Whatever he does prospers. 

4. Holiness. 
Read Col. 3:1-16. 
Col. 3:1-4. Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right 
hand of God. 2Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. 3For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in 
God. 4When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory. 

 Is it enough to resolve to sin less? Will that make you sinless? Does willpower really work? What kinds 
of problems might that lead to? (e.g., legalism, confidence in one’s own flesh) Would a negative goal 
(“sin less”) or a positive goal (“be more holy / Christ-like”) be better? Why?

 What kind of attitude does v2 teach us to have? Thinking patterns? Priorities? Heart motives? 

 Based on this passage, how do you need to adjust your attitudes and thinking? What you think about? 
Your behavior? Go thru the various commands and discuss some that apply to you. What areas do you 
have difficulties with? 

4a. Sanctification. [optional]

 What does sanctification mean5? How does it happen? Why is it important? See the following.

1 Peter 1:2. who have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, through the sanctifying work of the 
Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ and sprinkling by his blood: Grace and peace be yours in abundance. 

John 17:17. Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth. 

5 Literally, this means ‘becoming holy’ or ‘being made holy’; the Greek (hagiazo) means ‘to make holy, to set apart for sacred use’. Salvation is the 
first step in eternal life, and the next is sanctification, the process of growing spiritually and becoming holy, which lasts our entire lifetime, and of 
course no one ever becomes perfectly sanctified. The last stage, sometimes called glorification, refers to when we get to heaven, and/or when we 
receive our resurrection bodies, and are fully and finally freed from sin.
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1 Thess. 5:23. May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and body 
be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

2 Thess. 2:13. But we ought always to thank God for you, brothers loved by the Lord, because from the beginning God 
chose you to be saved through the sanctifying work of the Spirit and through belief in the truth. 

5. Addressing others’ sins6.
Matthew 5:23-26. Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something 
against you, 24leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your 
gift. 25Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court. Do it while you are still with him on the way, or he 
may hand you over to the judge, and the judge may hand you over to the officer, and you may be thrown into prison. 26I tell 
you the truth, you will not get out until you have paid the last penny.

Matthew 18:15-17. If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to 
you, you have won your brother over. 16But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that ‘every matter may be 
established by the testimony of two or three witnesses’. 17If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses 
to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector. 

James 3:1-2. Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know that we who teach will be 
judged more strictly. 2We all stumble in many ways. If anyone is never at fault in what he says, he is a perfect man, able to 
keep his whole body in check. 

James 5:13-20. Is any one of you in trouble? He should pray. Is anyone happy? Let him sing songs of praise. 14Is any one of 
you sick? He should call the elders of the church to pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord. 15And the 
prayer offered in faith will  make the sick person well;  the Lord will  raise him up. If  he has sinned, he will  be forgiven. 
16Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous 
man is powerful and effective. 17Elijah was a man just like us. He prayed earnestly that it would not rain, and it did not rain on 
the land for three and a half years.  18Again he prayed, and the heavens gave rain, and the earth produced its crops. 19My 
brothers, if one of you should wander from the truth and someone should bring him back, 20remember this: Whoever turns a 
sinner from the error of his way will save him from death and cover over a multitude of sins. 

 Do you like to correct other people’s sins? Or mistakes, faults, etc.? What does that say about you if you 
enjoy it?

 Why do sins have to be dealt with sometimes in the church? Under what circumstances? 
 How should a person be dealt with who is committing a fairly serious sin? What, for example, would 

constitute such a sin? 

 What about a leader? Why is it more serious? How should that be dealt with? Should they be allowed to 
continue leading – under what circumstances?

 How about a person who sins against you and refused to reconcile? What principles does Jesus give? 
How far should you go in pursuing a matter? Would it sometimes be wise to drop a matter? When, for 
example? 

 What happens if sins or conflicts in the church are not dealt with? 

 Is sickness usually a sign that you’ve sinned? That God is upset with you? When might it be so?

6. Restoration: Getting over the past and learning lessons. 
► John 21:15-25: Peter’s restoration. 

6 For much more on this topic than what is covered in these notes, refer to the study on 1 Cor. 5-6 from Spring 2003.
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Observation questions.
1. Although it is unclear here, what do you think Jesus meant when he asked, “Do you love me more than 

these?” Love more than what, perhaps? More importantly, why does he want Peter to love him more 
than anything?

2. Why did Jesus ask him three times if he loved him? By the third time, how would Peter probably feel? 
3. Why is Jesus doing this? Is he trying to make him feel bad, or to shame him? How might Jesus' three-

fold questioning of Peter been instructional? Why would Jesus use this technique?
4. Why does Jesus then answer, “ feed / take care of my sheep / lambs” ?
5. What does this command mean? And what does it have to do with Peter's love of Jesus? What is the 

relationship between love and service?
6. Why does Jesus then command him, “ Follow me” ?
7. Why does Jesus speak of how Peter is to die? [hint: sacrifice]

Forgiveness and restoration.

1. Imagine that you've seriously sinned or have been unfaithful, and God somehow spoke to you and asked 
you, “Do you love me?” How would you respond? How would you feel if God asked you this three 
times? What would you think? Would it make you feel hurt? Guilty?

2. How might it be (1) an act of love on God's part, and (2) God's attempt to teach you something? Teach 
you what?

3. What means does God use to bring us to repentance? To restore us? How might it hurt sometimes when 
God tries to restore us? What is God's purpose in doing so?

4. Recount some examples from personal experience (or of others you know) of how God brings back and 
restores people. Why is he sometimes indirect, when he could easily be more forceful?

5. What does he restore us to? Are we automatically restored to the same level of ministry or service as 
before?

Learning, growing, serving.

1. How should we handle our mistakes as Christians? Is it a good idea to feel guilty? To keep remembering 
past mistakes and sins? How can that hinder you spiritually?

2. In such cases,  do you think you've  forgiven yourself?  Do you think you've fully  understood God's 
forgiveness and grace?

3. Is it a good idea to just forget mistakes and go on? Why might than not be good, either? In that case, do 
you get to learn from your mistakes? What happens if you don't learn your lessons?

4. What does God want us to learn from our mistakes? What kind of lessons do we learn from them? How 
do we grow as a result?

5. What are some specific ways you could help others, based on your past mistakes and difficulties? 
6. In Luke 22:31-327 Jesus predicted that after denying him, he would “strengthen his brothers”. What does 

that mean? How would Peter's experience and lessons enable him to help others? To minister to others in 
a way that was never before possible?

7. Is it easy to be restored to the same level of service and ministry? When might that be a problem?
8. On the other hand, how might it lead (at some point) to a deeper level of service or ministry?

Share how you have learned lessons and gotten over past mistakes. How has God taught you lessons? 
You have you then been able to help others?

7 Lk. 22:31-32. Simon, Simon, Satan has asked to sift you as wheat. 32But I have prayed for you, Simon, that your faith may not fail. And when you 
have turned back, strengthen your brothers.
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