
“Blessed” Virgin Mary’s Immaculate Conception, Sinless 
Life 
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Generalized Protestant Belief:  
• Mary was not preserved from original sin, or, the condition of sin that all other humans share.  
• Mary may have been a “good disciple”, but nonetheless, she also must have committed sins like the rest of us.   
 
Why? 
• Rom 3:23 – “All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God” 
• Also, there don’t seem to be places in Scripture which specifically lay out these doctrines, and therefore, they are extraneous 

at best, heretical at worst.    
 
Catholic Belief: (Catechism references #491-493) 
• Catholics believe that the Blessed Virgin Mary was preserved and redeemed from original sin at the moment of her 

conception, that she remained sinless her entire life. 
• Catholics believe Mary’s primary role is that of an Intercessor (someone who prays for you), a Spiritual Mother, and a role 

model.   
• Catholics believe it was God who chose Mary to be preserved from original sin.  It was also God who gave Mary the graces 

to withstand temptations in her lifetime.  The reason Mary is so special is because she was chosen by God unlike any other 
human being has ever been chosen.  She was chosen to be the Mother of God!   

• Also, Mary fully cooperated with God’s Will for her life!  In other words, God chose her, and she chose back!  Because of 
this, Mary deserves our admiration and honor.  She truly is “Blessed” (Lk 1:26-38, 42-45).  We also believe that Mary wasn’t 
just a puppet on a string.  God did not force her to cooperate.  It was only because Mary chose to cooperate with God’s grace, 
despite the tremendous societal and religious pressures that she must have faced, that helped her remain sinless throughout 
her life.  Because of this fact, Mary is our perfect ROLE MODEL!  We should try to cooperate with God’s will in our lives 
just like she did.   

• Catholics also believe God did not HAVE to choose Mary in order to send His Son into the world.  He could have chosen 
another way.  But He didn’t!  He gave that honor to Mary.  Therefore, we as Catholics show respect for God’s decision by 
honoring Mary as He did.  God does nothing without a reason.  He chose to reveal His Son to the world through Mary, and 
therefore, we should respect God’s will and honor Mary as He did!   

• Catholics believe there are two extremes in terms of attitudes displayed toward Mary.  Both should be avoided: 
o “Marian excess” -  improperly elevating Mary in our heads/hearts to a divine status reserved only for God.* 
o “Marian defect” -  minimizing Mary’s role as somehow just being a “good disciple,” or “sister in the Lord.”* 

 
So where is the evidence?  Why do Catholics believe these things about Mary? 
• First of all, most of the evidence for Catholic doctrine on Mary comes from the teachings of the early Church fathers rather 

than from the Bible itself.  We call those teachings which have been faithfully passed down by the Church, “Sacred Tradition.”  
• Catholics believe “Sacred Tradition” is just as inspired (meaning true teaching by God) as “Sacred Scripture.”  
• However, we do not believe the Bible contradicts any of the Catholic teachings about Mary.  In fact, we believe the Bible 

supports Catholic teaching on Mary.  (We will discuss Biblical passages below.)  
• Here are some examples of early Church fathers speaking about Mary.  Some dates are best estimates of these writings.  

o 250ad. – The most ancient recorded Marian prayer is called, “Sub Tuum Praesidium” (meaning: “Under Your 
Protection”).  It reads, “We fly to your patronage, O Holy Mother of God, despise not our petitions in our necessities, 
but deliver us from all danger, O ever glorious and blessed Virgin.” *    

o 650ad. – St. Martin I at the Lateran Council said, “If anyone does not properly and truly confess in accord with the 
holy Fathers, that the holy Mother of God and ever Virgin and immaculate Mary in the earliest of the ages 
conceived of the Holy Spirit without seed, namely, God the Word Himself specifically and truly who was born of 
God the Father before all ages, and that she incorruptibly bore [Him?], her virginity remaining indestructible even 
after His birth, let him be condemned.” *  

o 170-235ad. - The Fathers call Mary the tabernacle exempt from defilement and corruption (Hippolytus, "Ontt. in 
illud, Dominus pascit me") 

o 184-253 - Origen calls her worthy of God, immaculate of the immaculate, most complete sanctity, perfect justice, 
neither deceived by the persuasion of the serpent, nor infected with his poisonous breathings ("Hom. i in diversa");  

o 380-423 - Maximus of Turin calls her a dwelling fit for Christ, not because of her habit of body, but because of 
original grace ("Nom. viii de Natali Domini") 



o 430’s ad Theodotus of Ancyra terms her a virgin innocent, without spot, void of culpability, holy in body and in 
soul, a lily springing among thorns, untaught the ills of Eve, nor was there any communion in her of light with 
darkness, and, when not yet born, she was consecrated to God ("Orat. in S. Dei Genitr.").  

o In refuting Pelagius St. Augustine declares that all the just have truly known of sin "except the Holy Virgin Mary, of 
whom, for the honour of the Lord, I will have no question whatever where sin is concerned" (On Nature and Grace 
36) 

o The Syrian Fathers never tire of extolling the sinlessness of Mary. St. Ephraem considers no terms of eulogy too 
high to describe the excellence of Mary's grace and sanctity: "Most holy Lady, Mother of God, alone most pure in 
soul and body, alone exceeding all perfection of purity ...., alone made in thy entirety the home of all the graces of 
the Most Holy Spirit, and hence exceeding beyond all compare even the angelic virtues in purity and sanctity of 
soul and body . . . . my Lady most holy, all-pure, all-immaculate, all-stainless, all-undefiled, all-incorrupt, all-
inviolate spotless robe of Him Who clothes Himself with light as with a garment . . . flower unfading, purple 
woven by God, alone most immaculate" ("Precationes ad Deiparam" in Opp. Graec. Lat., III, 524-37).  

o To St. Ephraem she was as innocent as Eve before her fall, a virgin most estranged from every stain of sin, more 
holy than the Seraphim, the sealed fountain of the Holy Ghost, the pure seed of God, ever in body and in mind 
intact and immaculate ("Carmina Nisibena").  

o Jacob of Sarug says that "the very fact that God has elected her proves that none was ever holier than Mary; if any 
stain had disfigured her soul, if any other virgin had been purer and holier, God would have selected her and 
rejected Mary". It seems, however, that Jacob of Sarug, if he had any clear idea of the doctrine of sin, held that 
Mary was perfectly pure from original sin ("the sentence against Adam and Eve") at the Annunciation.  

• From this summary it appears that the belief in Mary's immunity from sin in her conception was prevalent amongst the 
Fathers, especially those of the Greek Church. The rhetorical character, however, of many of these and similar passages 
prevents us from laying too much stress on them, and interpreting them in a strictly literal sense. The Greek Fathers never 
formally or explicitly discussed the question of the Immaculate Conception. 

 
 
Why do Catholics believe “Sacred Tradition” is inspired just like the Bible? 
• Because the Bible says so: 

o Mt 16: 13-20 – Jesus gave Peter (1st Pope) authority to bind and loose 
o Acts 1 - The Apostles understood they had to pass along their authority by choosing another apostle.  
o 2 Thes 2:15 – “Therefore, brothers, stand firm and hold fast to the traditions that you were taught, either by an oral 

statement or by a letter of ours.”   
o 1 Tim 3:15 – The Church is the Pillar and Foundation of Truth. Note, it doesn’t say “Sacred Scripture” is the Pillar 

and Foundation of Truth, although we do believe in the inspiration of Scripture too.     
o Jn 21:25 – Not everything Jesus did and said is recorded in Scripture. 
o Jn 20:19-23 – Jesus breaths on the Apostles and gives them his Holy Spirit.  

• Because Sacred Tradition is what gave us the Bible in the first place:  The Bible itself was not authoritatively put together 
as we have it today until after 380-393ad. (over 300 yrs. after Jesus’ death!), and when it was put together, it was put together 
by the Bishops of the Catholic Church!   

o Historically speaking, all the books of the New Testament (the NT is the 2nd half of the Bible talking directly about 
Jesus) were written by about the year 100 a.d., which was AFTER Jesus had already died and risen.    

o There were also other books written about Jesus during this time which did not make it into the Bible.   
o For over 300 years there was no defined cannon, or list of “inspired” books.       
o In the late 300’s, the Bishops of the Catholic Church (at the Council of Carthage and also at the Council of Hippo) 

proclaimed with authority those writings which should and should not be in the Bible.  That decision was not 
disputed until 1200 years later by Martin Luther and the other leaders of the Protestant Reformation.   

o The point is:  It was the Catholic Bishops who officially decided which books were inspired in the first place.   They 
gave us the Bible.  Without them there would be no Bible as we have it today.  This is one of the biggest examples 
of the authority of “Sacred Tradition.”  We would not have a Bible today if the Bishops of the Catholic Church 
did not have the authority we call “Sacred Tradition.”  Common sense should tell us that if those Bishops had the 
authority 300 years after Jesus died to “declare” which books were ‘Inspired’ and which were not, then they must 
have received that authority from their predecessors, which, in turn, they must have been able to pass on just as they 
received it.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Does the Bible have ANYTHING to say which supports Catholic teaching on Mary?   
• Yes!  While we do not find Marian doctrine spelled out in Sacred Scripture, we do find Scripture supports Catholic teaching 

on Mary.   None of these are “proof” texts, but they do support our beliefs.  
o Luke 1:26-38, 42-45 – Here, “favored one,” or “full of grace,” is a TITLE, and it is used no where else in the whole 

Bible, and it shows that Mary was different from anyone else in history.  Mary was given a special gift that no one 
else in history was ever given.  She alone was made the Mother of Jesus.  She alone was given the graces of that role.  
That’s why the angel says, “Hail, favored one.”  Mary is “Blessed” among all women for all generations and is 
revered as “Mother of my Lord.”   

o 1 Pt 3:18-20 – “This pre-figured baptism which saves you now.”  This verse shows a time that God has applied the 
graces of Jesus’ saving act on the cross ‘backward’ in time, i.e. Noah’s time.  It shows that God can use Jesus’ 
redeeming act on the cross to affect people of past generations who were already dead by the time Jesus came around.   
In short, once Jesus’ rose from the dead, his grace is no longer bound by time and space, and therefore, this verse 
supports the Catholic belief that God could have used the merits of Jesus’ death on the cross to redeem Mary at the 
moment of her conception if He wanted to, even before Jesus was ever born! 

o Jn 2:1 – Mary is a powerful Intercessor and she always points to Christ. “Do whatever he tells you.”  
o Jn 19:26, To Mary Jesus says, “Woman, behold, your son.”  To John “the disciple” Jesus says, “Behold, your 

mother.”  The Sacred author of this verse uses the terms “Woman” and “the disciple” instead of their actual names.  
Why?  We believe the author does this intentionally.  The author is signifying Mary and John’s larger role in salvation 
history.  Mary is the fulfillment of the Old Testament “Woman” from Genesis 3:15.  In that story, Eve, the mother 
of all mankind, is an imperfect “woman” and she helps transmit sin to the entire human race.  In the New Testament, 
Mary perfects the role of Eve.  She helps transmit grace Himself to the entire human race.  Just as the New Testament 
fulfills and perfects the Old Testament in every other way, so too the author of Jn 19:26 is saying that Mary fulfills 
and perfects the role of Eve here.  She is the new and perfect spiritual “woman,” the new and perfect spiritual mother 
of all mankind, of every “disciple!”  The very next line, vs. 28, confirms how significant Jesus’ action of giving Mary 
away was, in that he says – “After this, aware that everything was now finished…”   

o Luke 1:38 – Mary is our Role Model.  She offers the perfect example of obedience and submission to the will of God. 
o Lk 1:48 – All generations will call Mary “Blessed.”  Maybe the question should be: Why don’t other Christians give 

higher regard to Mary? 
o Rev 12:1,17 – Mary is the Queen - She is the “woman clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet, and on 

her head a crown of twelve stars.”  She is also the mother of all those who bear witness to Jesus.   
o Gn 3:15 – Mary is seen as the fulfillment of the “Woman” spoken of in Gen 3:15, and her “offspring” is believed to 

be Jesus who will “crush the head” of the serpent.  Both the “Woman” and her “offspring” are said to have “enmity” 
with the serpent (Satan).  Here, “enmity” means complete opposition toward something.  If Mary or Jesus would 
have ever sinned, neither could be said to have had “enmity,” or complete opposition toward Satan.  We know that 
Jesus never sinned, and therefore it’s easy to say he had enmity toward Satan.  If Mary would have sinned, could we 
still say that she had “enmity” toward Satan? * 

 
But why did God need to preserve Mary from original sin at all?   What affect does that have on Jesus?   
• Catholics believe God did this for the purpose of preparing a perfect vessel for his Son’s entry into the world.  She was to be 

the new Ark of the Covenant.  That’s why God redeemed and preserved Mary from the stain of original sin.  He did this 
through the ‘backward-application’ of the saving graces of Jesus’ death on the Cross (before Jesus actually died on the cross) 
to Mary at the moment of her conception.  ‘Backward-application’ just means that God applied the graces merited by Jesus 
on the cross to Mary before he ever died on the cross and rose from the dead.  Remember, God is not bound by time like we 
are.  Once Jesus rose from the dead, he existed outside of space and time, and He is just as ever-present as God the Father.  
To God, all time is equally present, because he is not IN time.  

• What if Mary had sinned, or had original sin, then Jesus would have received her fallen sinful nature because he was 
conceived of her “flesh.”  Just as we receive our fallen human nature from our parents, Mary’s own human nature was passed 
to Jesus in his conception.  All Christians believe that Jesus never sinned. We also believe he did not receive the stain of 
original sin when he was born.  Therefore, by default, we believe that God chose to protect Mary’s human nature from 
original sin so as to protect Jesus’ human nature from that same stain.    

 
But what about Romans 3:23 where it says that “all have sinned and are deprived of the glory of God”?  
• Catholics believe it is obvious in this verse that St. Paul is not making a specific theological statement about Mary, rather, he 

is making a statement about the general condition of humanity. 
o In this verse St. Paul is actually referring to a passage in the Old Testament, Psalm 14:2-3, where King David is 

crying out to God about his enemies, the “fools” who do not believe in God.  David says in anguish, “All have gone 
astray; all alike are perverse. Not one does what is right, not even one.”  David is speaking emphatically and 
emotionally about his enemies.  When St. Paul refers to this verse, we must remember that he was a scholar of the 



Hebrew Scriptures, and he is taking into account the way in which King David was making his statement.  He knew 
why David was saying what he did.  It’s interesting to note that only one chapter later, King David refers to those 
who walk “without blame” (Ps 15:2).  Obviously, King David did not truly mean that NO ONE ever does what is 
right, when he immediately refers to those who walk “without blame” in the next chapter. 

o In this light, Catholics do not take Rom 3:23 to prove that Mary must have sinned. 
• Having said that, Catholics do believe Mary also needed a savior.  She too needed to be redeemed.  We just believe she was 

“pre-redeemed” by Jesus at the moment of her conception which allowed her the strength to live a sinless life and be that 
perfect vessel for Christ’s entry into the world.   

• Regardless of timing, we believe it is the power of Jesus who accomplished this great work in Mary, not her own merits or 
power.     

 
• Final Point:  Even Martin Luther, Zwingli, and Wesley, founders of the Protestant Reformation believed in Mary’s 

Immaculate Conception and sinless life!     


