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Sin and Atonement in 
Judaism

 Hebrew has several other words for 
sin beyond hata, each with its own 

specific meaning. The word pesha, or 
"trespass", means a sin done out of 

rebelliousness. The word aveira 
means "transgression". And the word 
avone, or "iniquity", means a sin done 

out of moral failing. The word most 
commonly translated simply as "sin", 
hata, literally means "to go astray."

The generic Hebrew word for any kind of sin is 
avera (literally: transgression). Based on verses 
in the Hebrew Bible, Judaism describes three 
levels of sin. There are three categories of a 

person who commits an avera. The first one is 
someone who does an avera intentionally.  This 
is the most serious category. The second is one 
who did an avera by accident. While the person 

is still responsible for their action it is 
considered less serious. The third category is 
someone who was raised in an environment 

that was assimilated or non-Jewish, and is not 
aware of the proper Jewish laws. This person is 

not held accountable for their actions.

Christine Kurihara
SIN CATEGORIES FOR ISRAEL

hata - go astray

pesha - sin via rebellion

aveira - sin that is a transgression; breaking a rule

avone - iniquity - moral failing

Western culture has a perspective that if it doesn’t ‘hurt anyone’ it’s not a sin

Hierarchy embedded here.
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Avera categories

- intentional - most serious; may not be a way out!

- by accident - less serious

- non-Jew - “didn’t know” - not accountable;

Catholic - mortal vs. venial
Mortal separates from God
You go to purgatory
Venial not as bad; priest can absolve




Jews recognize two kinds of sin, offenses 
against other people, and offenses against 

God. Offenses against God may be 
understood as violation of a contract (the 

covenant between God and the Children of 
Israel). Since the destruction of the Temple 
in Jerusalem, Jews have believed that right 

action (as opposed to right belief) is the 
way for a person to atone for one's sins.

Sins between people are considered much 
more severe in Judaism than sins between 
man and God. Yom Kippur, the main day of 

repent in Judaism can atone for sins between 
man and God, but not for sins between man 
and his fellow, that is until he has appeased 
his friend.(Mishnah, Yoma,8:9).[5] Eleazar ben 
Azariah derived [this from the verse]: "From 

all your sins before God you shall be 
cleansed" (Book of Leviticus,16:30) – for sins 
between man and God Yom Kippur atones, 

but for sins between man and his fellow Yom 
Kippur does not atone until he appeases his 

fellow.

Atonement for sin is discussed in the 
Tanakh. Rituals for atonement occurred in 

the Temple in Jerusalem, and were 
performed by the priests. These services 

included song, prayer, offerings and animal 
sacrifices. The rites for Yom Kippur, the 
Day of Atonement, are prescribed in the 

book of Leviticus chapter 16. The ritual of 
the scapegoat, sent into the wilderness to 

be claimed by Azazel, was one of these 
observances (Lev. 16:20-22).



Non-liberal Christian 
Theology 

Concerning Sin

Original Sin

Original sin, also called 
ancestral sin, is a Christian 

belief in a state of sin in 
which humanity has existed 

since the fall of man, 
stemming from Adam and 
Eve's rebellion in Eden.



Romans 5:12 

Therefore, just as through 
one man sin entered into the 

world, and death through 
sin, and so death spread to 
all men, because all sinned

Total Depravity

Total depravity is a Christian theological doctrine 
derived from the concept of original sin. It is the 

teaching that, as a consequence of the Fall of Man, 
every person born into the world is enslaved to the 
service of sin as a result of their fallen nature and, 

apart from the efficacious or prevenient grace of God, 
is utterly unable to choose to follow God, refrain from 

evil, or accept the gift of salvation as it is offered. 
It is advocated to various degrees by many Protestant 
including Calvinists and Arminians. The key distinction 
between the total depravity embraced by Calvin and 

the total depravity taught by Arminius is the distinction 
between irresistible grace and prevenient grace.



 It also does not mean that people are as evil as 
possible. Rather, it means that even the good which a 
person may intend is faulty in its premise, false in its 

motive, and weak in its implementation; and there is no 
mere refinement of natural capacities that can correct 

this condition. Thus, even acts of generosity and 
altruism are in fact egoist acts in disguise. All good, 

consequently, is derived from God alone, and in no way 
through humanity.[18] 

The total reach of sin taught with the doctrine of total 
depravity highlights people's dire need for God. No 

part of the person is not in need of grace, and all 
people are in need of grace, no matter how outwardly 

pious.

Romans 1-4

Romans 3:9-12 

What then? Are we better than they? Not 
at all; for we have already charged that 

both Jews and Greeks are all under sin; as 
it is written, 

“THERE IS NONE RIGHTEOUS, NOT EVEN 
ONE; 

THERE IS NONE WHO UNDERSTANDS, 
THERE IS NONE WHO SEEKS FOR GOD; 
ALL HAVE TURNED ASIDE, TOGETHER 

THEY HAVE BECOME USELESS; 
THERE IS NONE WHO DOES GOOD, 

THERE IS NOT EVEN ONE.”



Romans 3:23 

for all have sinned 
and fall short of the 

glory of God

Moses 

Deuteronomy 34:10-12 

Numbers 20:11,12

Job 

Job 1:1-8 

Job 38:1-3 

Job 42:5,6 



Isaiah 

Isaiah 6:1-5


