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Half-Truth – “Love the Sinner Hate the Sin” 

Psalm Lesson Psalm 51:1-12,  Matthew 7:1-5, 

Luke 18:10-14 
 

 This morning we conclude our series on trading 

half-truths for whole truths by looking at perhaps the 

most dangerous half-truth so far, “Love the sinner, hate 

the sin.” We hear this phrase pretty often, mostly from 

fellow Christians with good intentions – folks who say it 

intend to be gracious and kind.i  As with the other 

statements we have dealt with in this series, many 

Christians believe that this statement is found in 

Scripture, and even that Jesus said it, but neither is true.  

In fact, the statement does not really reflect the kinds of 

things Jesus did said. 

 Instead, this phrase seems to have originated with 

St. Augustine in the late 4th and early 5th centuries.  

Augustine was writing to a group of nuns, asking them to 

remain chaste. In the letter, he called for them to have a 

“love for mankind and hatred of sins.” However, it is 

doubtful that Augustine meant to coin a phrase that we 

would use 1500 years later to describe our dislike of 
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someone else’s sins.ii 

 Mahatma Ghandi wrote something similar in his 

1929 autobiography; but with an important addition that 

we usually don’t see.  What we usually see is, “Hate the 

sin and not the sinner,” but the full statement reads, 

“Hate the sin and not the sinner is a precept which, 

though easy enough to understand, is rarely practiced, 

and that is why the poison of hatred spreads in the 

world.” Gandhi was not advocating the idea of this half-

truth, rather as Adam Hamilton notes, he was observing 

that most find it hard to hate another’s sin without 

harming the sinner.iii (PAUSE) 

 As we dig into this topic this morning, let’s all get 

on the same page about what we mean when we talk 

about sin – and we don’t like to talk about it much at all 

do we? In both the Old and New Testaments, sin 

essentially means to miss the mark or to fall short of 

God’s will or where God wants us to be.  It can refer to 

thoughts, words, and actions that we do that are contrary 

to God’s will as well as those things we fail to do that we 

should – sins of commission and sins of omission if you 
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will. Of course, as Romans 3:23 reminds us, we all sin 

and fall short of God’s glory. All of us, like the Apostle 

Paul, struggle to do the things we should and avoid the 

things we shouldn’t do. We all miss the mark and fall 

short. (PAUSE) 

 With this definition in mind, let’s start with “love 

the sinner.” This of course is true, we are called to love 

sinners. Jesus modeled this for us in the gospels where he 

was called a friend of sinners.  Time after time we see 

him eating with, calling, healing and fellowshipping with 

sinners.  

 The problem, Adam Hamilton points out, is that 

the statement “love the sinner,” is not what Jesus tells us 

to do, and it can actually lead us to sin by violating 

something Jesus did teach his disciples.  Although Jesus 

loved sinners, he never actually said, “Love the sinner.” 

What did he say (and it’s an important distinction)? 

“Love your neighbor.”iv  Jesus made it clear that 

everyone is our neighbor – both people we know and 

those we haven’t met yet.  It includes those in our church 

family that we support and care for, as well as those 
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around the globe that we give generously to help through 

our mission efforts. It means treating all humans as 

children of God, doing good to them, and seeking to 

bless and encourage them.v 

 But Jesus didn’t stop there.  Jesus went as far as to 

include our enemies – those who have hurt or wronged 

us, those who wish to do us harm – they too are our 

neighbor, and they are people we should love and do 

good for. (PAUSE)  This is so hard isn’t it?  Jesus tells us 

not to return evil for evil or to take an eye for an eye.  

(As Gandhi is credited with saying, “An eye for an eye 

makes the whole world blind.”) So, if we are called to 

love our neighbors and love our enemies, why doesn’t 

Jesus ever say, “Love the sinner?” 

 First, this command would be redundant – since all 

of our neighbors – those we love and those we struggle to 

love – are sinners  - just like we are.  Since we all sin, 

telling us to love our neighbors covers everyone! 

 Second, and more importantly, Hamilton notes that 

if Jesus commanded us to “love the sinner,” it changes 

the way we look at people – if we focus on loving the 
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sinner instead of loving our neighbor, ow do we start to 

see others? We start to see them more as sinners than as 

neighbors.  And where does that lead us?  Too often to 

judgment.  If I love you more as a sinner than as my 

neighbor, then I focus more on your sin. Before long, it 

become east to start looking for things that are wrong 

with you.  It’s not a far step from this point to an attitude 

of self-righteousness, just like the Pharisees and his other 

dinner guests did.   

I confess that I fell into this trap – this sin -- if I’m 

honest, early in my Christian journey.  As a very self-

righteous 14 year old, brand new to faith, I often found 

myself identifying sin in another person and telling God, 

“That person really deserves judgment.”  How quickly I 

forgot my own shortcomings and how quick I was to 

identify the shortcomings of others.  Apparently I hadn’t 

read, or taken to heart, Jesus’ command to remove the 

log from my own eye before removing the splinter from 

someone else’s, apparently I couldn’t see that I was like 

the Pharisee who thanked God that he wasn’t like the rest 

of the lowly sinners out there.”  To this day I can still see 
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our ever-patient God rolling God’s eyes at me and then 

gently nudging and guiding me to the place where I 

understood what it means to love my neighbor. And I 

confess it is still a process. I am so grateful that God 

chose not to judge me with the same judgment I felt 

others deserved.  What I came to be reminded of, is that 

Jesus’ nonjudgmental approach is one of the things that 

draws people to him in the first place.   

 (PAUSE) The second half of our saying “hate the 

sin” is even more problematic.  As we said a few minutes 

ago, Jesus spent time with dishonest tax collectors, 

adulterers, prostitutes, and self-righteous religious leaders 

just to name a few. He ate with them, healed them and 

called some of them to be his disciples, but he never said 

to them, “I love you but I hate your sin.” When he 

forgave sin, he would tell folks to go and sin no more, 

but instead of talking about their sin, he talked about 

God’s forgiveness.  

 We see this clearly in Luke 7, hear the story now: 

One of the Pharisees asked Jesus to eat with him, and 

when he went into the Pharisee’s house he reclined to 
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dine. And a woman in the city who was a sinner, having 

learned that he was eating in the Pharisee’s house, 

brought an alabaster jar of ointment. She stood behind 

him at his feet, weeping, and began to bathe his feet with 

her tears and to dry them with her hair, kissing his feet 

and anointing them with the ointment.  Now when the 

Pharisee who had invited him saw it, he said to himself, 

“If this man were a prophet, he would have known who 

and what kind of woman this is who is touching him, that 

she is a sinner.” Jesus spoke up and said to him, “Simon, 

I have something to say to you.” “Teacher,” he replied, 

“speak.”  “A certain moneylender had two debtors; one 

owed five hundred denarii, and the other fifty.  When 

they could not pay, he canceled the debts for both of 

them. Now which of them will love him more?” Simon 

answered, “I suppose the one for whom he canceled the 

greater debt.” And Jesus said to him, “You have judged 

rightly.”  Then turning toward the woman, he said to 

Simon, “Do you see this woman? I entered your house; 

you gave me no water for my feet, but she has bathed my 

feet with her tears and dried them with her hair. You 
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gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not 

stopped kissing my feet.  You did not anoint my head 

with oil, but she has anointed my feet with 

ointment.  Therefore, I tell you, her many sins have been 

forgiven; hence she has shown great love. But the one to 

whom little is forgiven loves little.”  Then he said to her, 

“Your sins are forgiven.”  But those who were at the table 

with him began to say among themselves, “Who is this 

who even forgives sins?”  But he said to the woman, 

“Your faith has saved you; go in peace.” (PAUSE) 

 How is the woman identified in this story? Not by 

her name, we don’t know that. She is identified as the 

sinful woman or simply as a sinner. If you look in your 

bibles, the heading for the story is usually, “The Sinful 

Woman.” And how she is identified brings a whole boat-

load of assumptions with it.  

How does Jesus respond to her presence? He 

doesn’t send her away, he doesn’t preach her a sermon 

about sin, judgment and repentance. No. Instead, he 

allows her to minister to him. Let that sink in for a 

minute. In a room full of religious leaders, and a host 
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who has neglected to extend basic courtesies to Jesus, 

Jesus accepts the ministry of the nameless woman. 

Scholars suggest that when she anoints Jesus, she is 

foreshadowing Jesus’ death and the women who came to 

the tomb to anoint Jesus’ body with oil. She provides is a 

beautiful, intimate and theological act. Jesus affirms her, 

forgives her, and sends her off with a blessing of peace. 

He loves her, period. 

 The only time Jesus seems to demonstrate a hatred 

of sin occurs when the sin is committed by religious 

leaders – such as the merchants in the temple who were 

overcharging the poor who needed animals for their 

sacrifices.  This made Jesus angry and he ran them out 

for their hypocrisy. There was good reason for that.  

What keeps non-believers away from the church more 

than about anything else these days?  The hypocrisy of 

those who call themselves Christ followers. 

 What about Romans 12:9 some of you may ask? In 

that verse, Paul writes, “Love should be shown without 

pretending. Hate evil, and hold to what is good.”  Here 

Paul is not telling readers to hate the sin in the lives of 
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others, but to hate the sin/evil they might be tempted to 

pursue in their own lives. Don’t pretend to show love, 

then judge in the very next breath, he said. Instead, “Let 

love be genuine.”  Billy Graham put it this way, “It’s the 

Holy Spirit’s job to convict; it’s God’s job to judge; and 

it’s our job to love.”vi  (PAUSE) 

 Of course, this does not mean that we should keep 

silent about sin and evil.  We must denounce hate and 

sins that harm, oppress and do evil to others – such as 

child and spousal abuse, injustice, sexism, racism, the list 

goes on and on.  We should speak up against these – 

always – but when we say, “Love the sinner, hate the 

sin,” these are not the things we generally refer to. 

(PAUSE) 

 So where does that leave us this morning?  First, 

may we be painfully and humbly aware of our own sin 

and regularly invite God to transform us, heal us and 

forgive us.  And as for others? May we remember that we 

do not see as God sees nor understand how God 

understands. We continually learn to love our neighbors, 

all of them. May What we do know and clearly 
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understand that the truth in “Love the sinner, hate the 

sin,” stops with Love. Period. 

  

 

     

 

i Adam Hamilton, “Half Truths,” p 141. 
ii Ibid., p. 142 
iii Ibid., p. 142-143. 
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