What’s the difference between mortal and venial sin?

A. Mortal Sin

A mortal sin has to have three conditions be true: 


“(1) Mortal sin is sin whose object is grave matter 

and which is also (2) committed with full knowledge 


and (3) deliberate consent”(CCC 1857). 

    In other words, to be a mortal sin, what you are doing (or not doing) must be very serious; you have to know that it is wrong, and yet knowing it is wrong you have to still freely choose it above following God.

1. Grave Matter:

We know when something is very serious (or grave matter) by looking at the Ten Commandments.  

The Ten Commandments (as found in Exodus 20:2-17 and Deuteronomy 5:6-21)

 1. I am the Lord your God: you shall not have strange gods before me.

 2. You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain.

 3. Remember to keep holy the Lord's day.

 4. Honor your father and your mother.

 5. You shall not kill.

 6. You shall not commit adultery.

 7. You shall not steal.

 8. You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.

 9. You shall not covet your neighbor's wife.

10. You shall not covet your neighbor's goods.

Some things are more serious than others – for instance, murder is more serious than theft. (CCC 1858).

2. Committed with full knowledge:

“It presupposes knowledge of the sinful character of the act, of its opposition to God’s law. It also implies a consent sufficiently deliberate to be a personal choice”(CCC, 1859).

If you do not know that you are committing a sin when you do or don’t do something, then you are not committing a mortal sin but you still may be committing a venial sin.

3. Deliberate consent (freely chosen)

“…ignorance…, feelings, passions, external pressures, habit, inordinate attachments, social factors or pathological disorders can diminish the voluntary and free character of the act (CCC, 1735 and 1860).

A person cannot be forced to commit a mortal sin; if they are forced then it is not freely done and therefore it is not a mortal sin but it still may be a venial sin.

B. Venial Sin

One commits venial sin when, in a less serious matter, one does not observe the standard prescribed by the moral law, or when one disobeys the moral law in grave matter, but without full knowledge or without complete consent (CCC, 1862).

Venial sins are less serious sins that do not break one of the Ten Commandments, or are not freely chosen, or a person does not realize that they are sinful and wrong when they do them.

