CHAPTER XXXVIII

THE MEANING OF SIN

1. Sin is a religious conception. It does not signify a
breach of law or morality, or of popular custom and sacred
usage, but an offense against God, provoking His punishment.
As long as the deity is merely dreaded as an external power,
not adored as a moral power ruling life from within for a
holy purpose, sin, too, is considered a purely formal offense.
The deity demands to be worshiped by certain rites and may
be propitiated by other formal acts.! For Judaism, however,
sin is a straying from the path of God, an offense against the
divine order of holiness. Thus it signifies an abuse of the
freedom granted man as his most precious boon. Therefore
sin has a twofold character; formally it is an offense against
the majesty of God, whose laws are broken; essentially it is
a severance of the soul’s inner relations to God, an estrange-
ment from Him.

2. Scripture has three different terms for sin, which do not
differ greatly in point of language, but indicate three stages
of thought. First is het or hataah, which connotes any
straying from the right path, whether caused by levity, care-
lessness, or design, and may even include wrongs committed
unwittingly, shegagah. Second is aven, a crookedness or
perversion of the straight order of the law. Third is pesha,
a wicked act committed presumptuously in defiance of God
and His law. As a matter of course, the conception of

1See Morgenstern, “ The Doctrine of Sin in the Babylonian Religion,” in
Mitth. Vorderas. Gesellsch. 1903,
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sin was deepened by degrees, as the prophets, psalmists and
moralists grew to think of God as the pattern of the highest
moral perfection, as the Holy One before whom an evil act or
thought cannot abide.

The rabbis usually employed the term aberak, that is, a
transgression of a divine commandment. In contrast to
this they used mifzwakh, a divine command, which denotes
also the whole range of duty, including the desire and intention
of the human soul. From this point of view every evil de-
sign or impulse, every thought and act contrary to God’s
law, becomes a sin.

3. Sin arises from the weakness of the flesh, the desire of
the heart, and accordingly in the first instance from an error
of judgment. The Bible frequently speaks of sin as “folly.” !
A rabbinical saying brings out this same idea: ‘‘ No one sins
unless the spirit of folly has entered into him to deceive him.” 2
A sinful imagination lures one to sin; the repetition of the
forbidden act lowers the barrier of the commandment, until
the trespass is hardened into “callous” and ‘““stubborn” dis-
regard, and finally into ‘‘reckless defiance” and ‘“‘insolent
godlessness.” Such a process is graphically expressed by the
various terms used in the Bible. According to the rabbinical
figure, ““sin appears at first as thin as a spider’s web, but grows
stronger and stronger, until it becomes like a wagon-rope to
bind a man.” Or, “sin comes at first as a passer-by to tarry
for a moment, then as a visitor to stay, finally as the master
of the house to claim possession.” Therefore it is incumbent
upon us to “guard” the heart, and not “to go astray follow-
ing after our eyes and our heart.” 3

4. According to the doctrine of Judaism no one is sinful
by nature. No person sins by an inner compulsion. But

! Gen. VI, 3; Ps. LXXVIII, 30. 2Sota 3 a.
¥ Suk. 52 a, b. Comp. Schechter, “The Evil Yezer, Source of Rebellion and
Victory over the Evil Yezer,” 1. c., 242—202.







