
THE IMMACULATE CONCEPTION: 

WAS MARY WITHOUT SIN? 

 

 

“Thou alone and thy Mother are in all things fair, there is no flaw in thee and no stain in thy Mother.” 

-Ephraem, Nisibene Hymns, 27:8 (AD 370) 

 

 hen many, especially those who are not Catholic, hear of the “Immaculate Conception”, they think 

it is a reference to the conception of Christ. This misunderstanding is so common that it shows up 

in popular television and movies frequently. However, the dogma of the Immaculate Conception is 

actually a reference to the teaching that Mary was conceived without original sin and that she lived 

her entire life without personal sin. 

This is a hard teaching, but a close examination of Scripture shows clearly that the Immaculate 

Conception was God’s plan for our Holy Mother, through whom Christ entered the world. 

When we sin, we are less than human. 

The idea can’t be emphasized enough that God did not create us with the intent that we would be a 

sinners by nature. 

 In the Garden of Eden, as it has been described in the book of Genesis, God created man and woman 

to live in perfect harmony with him, with nature, and with themselves. 

In creating the human race, God bestowed upon us the ability to rise above the animalistic instincts of 

lesser creatures. We have intellect, which comes with a sense of morality and the ability to act in accordance 

with that sense of morality. Because of our “flesh,” we become lustful, greedy, angry, and proud. We have 

desires, some of which are unhealthy and destructive. But humans were created in God’s image, and the image 

of God cannot be associated with sin. 

Sin is disharmony. Sin is animalistic. When we sin, we are acting less than human. 

The New Eve 

Another consequence of the sin of Adam and Eve is that man lost his perfect harmony with God. 

Redemption comes through Christ. God could have, of course, simply “snapped his finger,” so to speak, and 

humanity would have been saved. However, he chose another route, which was to take the consequences of 

sin upon himself and to make amends for them upon the cross.  He chose to become human … fully human. 

When Catholics speak of Mary’s Immaculate Conception, many mistakenly assume that we place her on 

a pedestal, making her something more than human. They assume that humanity, in general, is “normal” and 

that Catholics perceive Mary as being above humanity, a god herself. The opposite is true.  The rest of humanity 

acts less than human – animalistic – and God simply made Mary as he intended for all of us. He made her the 

type of parent Christ would have had if he had been born in the Garden. 

From very early in the Church, Mary has been identified as the “new Eve.”  Through her rebellion, Eve 

set in motion the fall of mankind; Mary, though, reversed that trend by saying yes to God in such a way that the 
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new Adam could bring redemption for all. 

The first Scriptural indication of Mary’s Immaculate Conception occurs in the book of Genesis, when 

God is cursing the serpent. He says to him, “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your 

offspring and hers” (3:15). If Christ is the offspring, then the woman can only be the mother of that seed, 

meaning that it is Mary, not Eve, who has enmity with the serpent. 

The Ark of the New Covenant 

Continuing in the Old Testament, one can see another foreshadowing of Mary in the Ark of the Covenant, 

which was greatly venerated among the Israelites. The box was adorned with beautiful statues, it was carried 

into battle, and it was kept in the Holy of Holies, where only the high priest was allowed to enter, and only on 

the rare occasion, once a year, when he made sin offerings on behalf of the people. Nobody was allowed to 

even touch the box, such as when Uzzah reached to steady it and dropped dead (2 Sam 6:7). 

Nothing impure was allowed to touch the Ark of the Covenant. But why? It was just a box. Would not 

many modern Christians be scandalized by the type of veneration given to a material object? 

The answer, of course, is that it wasn’t about the box at all, but its contents. This “box” contained pieces 

of manna from the desert, Aaron’s priestly rod, and – perhaps most importantly – the Ten Commandments, 

the word of God engraved on stone. This box had to be kept pure and away from defilement because it carried 

these holy items, which needed to be kept in only the most pure containers. 

Mary is the Ark of the New Covenant. 

The Old Testament Ark contained the manna from Heaven; Mary contained the Bread that gives eternal 

life. The Old Testament Ark contained the priestly rod of Aaron; Mary contained the High Priest. Finally, the 

Old Testament Ark contained the engraved word of God; Mary contained the Word made flesh. 

This isn’t just some figment of Catholic imagination - the inspired author Luke draws this same comparison 

early in his gospel. Notice the parallels between his narrative and the description of David’s encounter with the 

Ark: 

 Both Mary and the Ark are on a journey (Luke 1:39-52 & 2 Samuel 6:4-16); 

 David dances before the Ark (2 Sam 6:9) and the infant John dances (leaps) in his mother’s womb 

when Mary (bearing Christ) stands before Elizabeth; 

 David asks, ““How shall the ark of the Lord come to me?” (2 Sam 6:9) while Elizabeth asks “Who am 

I, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?” (Luke 1:43); 

 And the ark stayed in the house of Obededom for three months (2 Sam 6:11) while Mary stayed in 

Elizabeth’s house for three months.  

Lastly, when reading Revelation 11, the conclusion of this chapter tells us that “then God’s temple in 

heaven was opened, and the ark of his covenant was seen within his temple ...”  By this point in Jewish history, 

the Ark of the Covenant had disappeared. A first century Jew would have been on the edge of his seat as 

Revelation tells us that John sees a vision of the Ark. Anticipating that John was about to describe the Ark, 

imagine his surprise when the very next verse describes, not a box, but a woman: “A great portent appeared in 

heaven, a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars” 



(Rev 12:1). Chapter numbers were not part of the inspired text, so even though this verse appears in chapter 

12, to the original audience, it would have flowed seamlessly from the verse at the end of chapter 11. For sure, 

this “woman” also represents Israel in a symbolic way (Revelation is a symbolic book), but all of the “symbols” 

also represent real people (as the four “creatures” earlier in chapter 11 represent the four gospel writers). 

Mary is the Ark of the New Covenant, which means that, just as that “box” in the Old Testament needed 

to be kept pure, so did she because God would not have entered the world through an impure passage. He 

would not have resided, for nine months, in defiled flesh. 

This is why, when the angel greets Mary, he says to her, “Hail, full of grace.”  The original Greek here is 

“kecharitomene,” which is a perfect passive participle, implying an indwelling of grace that has existed, does 

exist, and will continue to exist. The angel recognized that God had filled Mary with this extraordinary grace 

because she would be the doorway through which Christ would enter the world. 

Most people mistakenly assume that Catholic beliefs about Mary are our attempt to exalt her. On the 

contrary, our beliefs – properly understood – are simply a reflection of our honor of Christ. Mary was without 

sin because Christ was so magnificent that only the most pure vessel could contain him. Mary chose not to sin, 

not because of her own merits, but because God’s grace is so powerful as to allow her to overcome any 

temptation. 

Common objections 

Non-Catholics generally have three objections to the idea that Mary was without sin. These are three very 

sincere objections, each worthy of examination. 

Objection: In Romans 3:23, Paul writes that “all have sinned.” He didn’t say “all, except Mary.”  

The Catholic response: To take this verse as literally as that should give every Christian some concern, not just 

Catholics. If we believe that “all” have sinned means each and every person, then this would imply that those 

who died as infants have sinned. It would mean that the severely mentally handicapped have sinned. It would 

mean that Christ had sinned. Fortunately, by reading this verse in context, the intended meaning becomes 

obvious. In Romans Paul writes concerning the need for salvation to be extended to the Gentiles. Many at the 

time tried to claim that, either salvation was just for Jews, or that Gentiles needed to be circumcised to receive 

this gift from God. In Romans, Paul adamantly denies this. Salvation is not just for Jews or just for Gentiles 

because all [groups] have sinned. It is a similar use of hyperbole as one might hear a parent use with her child: 

“You disobey me all of the time.”  Obviously, no child can be in a perpetual state of disobedience. One must 

never pull a verse out of context, and a careful reading of the context here indicates that Paul was not putting 

forth a judgment of each and every human, but of the need for salvation for all groups. 

Objection: In Luke 1:47, Mary proclaims, “my spirit rejoices in God my savior.” Why would Mary 

need a savior if she never sinned?  The Catholic response: Catholics enthusiastically agree that Mary needed 

a savior. Our Church has never taught otherwise. Does this mean, though, that Mary had to have sinned?  Not 

necessarily, as the following analogy will illustrate. Suppose that two individuals are walking through the woods. 

In their path lies a giant tiger pit. The first person falls into the hole and a local man comes out of the bushes, 

offers him a rope, and pulls him out. He would respond to that local man, “You are my savior.”  The second 

individual will also fall into the hole. However, in this case, the local man recognizes her as his mother. He 

steps out of the bushes early and puts his arm out to stop her from falling in. (Wouldn’t we do the same for 

our own mother?)  Relieved, she exclaims, “You are my savior!”  Humanity has fallen into the hole, and through 



his death, Christ “pulled us out.” Mary, his mother, is sinless because Christ’s redemption on the cross is not 

bound by time. She is “pre-redeemed,” so to speak. Because she is the Ark of the New Covenant, his grace 

(not her own efforts) affected her very conception, preventing her from falling into the hole in the first place.  

Objection: Luke 2:22-24 states that Mary went to the temple for a sin offering. How could Mary 

have been sinless all her life when she made an offering for sin?  The Catholic response: The offering, in 

this case, had nothing to do with personal sin. So, according to Mosaic Law, there were times that individuals 

were legally unclean and needed a ritual purification through a sin offering (Leviticus 12:2, 4, 6-8). Mary, as an 

obedient Jew, would never have broken one of the laws of her faith. Neither would Christ. After all, Jesus was 

circumcised and baptized, although he had no need of spiritual cleansing (Rom 2:29) or showing the world he 

had repented of His sins (Matt 3:11). Jesus was “born under the Law” (Gal 4:4). 

Summary: 

 Original sin has taken our human nature and caused us to act in a way that is less than 

human; 

 As the “new Eve,” Mary gave the consent that helped to reverse Eve’s rejection; 

 As the “Ark of the New Covenant,” Mary is kept pure by virtue of the contents of her 

womb; and 

 Mary needed a savior as we all did, and her salvation is dependent upon Christ. 

 

 

This essay is taken from the book Mackerel Snappers, by Spencer Allen. 

 


