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Dear Rev. Laning 
What is the difference, if there is any at all, between one’s holding to false doctrine and 

one’s living in sin? 

Michael J. Vermeer 

 

Dear Michael 
A person who is holding to false doctrine is sinning by doing so. But such a person may 

or may not be impenitently walking in sin, depending upon whether or not he is consciously 

aware of the fact that he is holding to false doctrine. Let us take a look at this a little bit more. 

First of all, we must confess, over against the position of many today, that it really is a sin 

to hold to false doctrine. Many teach that it does not matter what you believe as long as you are 

sincere about what you believe. This is a common position that we emphatically reject. Sound 

doctrine is, after all, the knowledge of God. We believers desire to learn and defend the truths set 

forth in Scripture out of a love for God and a desire to glorify His Name. But there is another 

error that must be rejected. There are some who say that you can be a member of a true church 

while holding to false doctrine, as long as you do not teach that false doctrine. That is not what 

our creeds say. Answer 85 of the Heidelberg Catechism says that the following people should be 

disciplined by the church: 

those, who under the name of Christ, maintain doctrines, or practices 

inconsistent therewith, and will not, after having been often brotherly 

admonished, renounce their errors and wicked course of life… 

Notice that it does not say that you can be a member of a true church while maintaining a 

false doctrine as long as you do not try to persuade others to hold to it. Rather it teaches, and 

properly so, that a person who impenitently maintains false doctrines should be disciplined. This 

has to be done in the proper way, of course, following the route set forth in Matthew 18. But that 

is another subject. Here we point out simply that such people are sinning and ought to be 

disciplined, when they are impenitently maintaining teachings contrary to Scripture and the 

Confessions. 

This, then, leads us to the second part of the answer to your question. As I said above, 

whether or not a person is impenitently walking in the sin of maintaining false doctrine depends 

upon whether he is consciously aware that he is doing this. Answer 85 points this out when it 

says that the church gets involved in the discipline of such a church member only after he has 

been “often brotherly admonished” and still refuses to renounce his errors and wicked course of 

life. This point is also very important. In our dealing with a person in our churches who is 

holding to false doctrines, we must use Scripture to show him his error, and we must admonish 

him frequently, in a brotherly way, striving to bring him to repentance. 

But what about those outside our churches or sister churches who are holding to false 

doctrine? At first, we do not know whether such a person is impenitently walking in sin or not. 

Maybe he has never been shown the truth of Scripture on the subject. It is only after showing 

him his error from Scripture, and doing it on a number of occasions, admonishing him in the 

proper way, that we come to see whether he is refusing to renounce his errors. In such situations 

it is good to come with a number of different Scripture passages, and to take the time patiently to 

http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?version=KJV&passage=Matthew+18


answer his objections from Scripture. If a person is willing to be instructed on the matter, we 

must be willing to take much time to go slowly through different passages, striving to explain the 

truth of Scripture clearly and thoroughly. It is another matter, of course, if a person shows that he 

is not willing to be instructed. With such a person we do not labor very long. 

Your short question was a very good one, and I thank you for sending it to me. May God 

grant us the grace to be faithful witnesses, and may He use our witness to glorify His Name and 

gather His covenant people. 

Fraternally in Christ, 

Rev. James Laning 
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