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Lessons for the Day: Jeremiah 11:18–20; James 3:13–4:10; Mark 9:30–37

For when I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and night your hand was
heavy upon me; my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer. I acknowledged my sin to you, and I did not cover
my iniquity; I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the Lord,” and you forgave the iniquity of my sin.

Dear Friends in Christ, and fellow redeemed:

Over the next few weeks we will look at the Scriptural teachings that Luther brings together in the Catechism under the
theme, “The Office of the Keys and Confession”. The term, “The Office of the Keys” comes from the words of Jesus
to Peter: I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven,
and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” (Matthew 16:19 - ESV) Luther describes that office this way:
The Office of the Keys is that special authority which Christ has given to His church on earth to forgive the sins of
repentant sinners, but to withhold forgiveness from the unrepentant as long as they do not repent. This is what St. John
the Evangelist writes in chapter twenty: The Lord Jesus breathed on His disciples and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If
you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.” [John 20:22–23]  (Small

Catechism, p. 314, Office of the Keys).

If we are going to talk about the church’s ministry of forgiveness, we must start with the fact that we need forgiveness.
We need forgiveness because we are sinners and because we have sinned. In our epistle lesson James speaks of the bitter
jealousy and selfish ambition of our hearts. He warns against vile practices. He tells us: “What causes quarrels and what
causes fights among you? Is it not this, that your passions are at war within you? You desire and do not have, so you
murder. You covet and cannot obtain, so you fight and quarrel.” (James 4:1–2, ESV) And as if to add insult to injury, he
tells us: “Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts,
you double-minded. Be wretched and mourn and weep. Let your laughter be turned to mourning and your joy to
gloom.” (James 4:8–9, ESV) In these words James is calling us to confession. He wants us to be honest with ourselves. I
believe it was P. T. Barnam who said: “You can fool all of the people some of the time; and you can fool some of the
people all of the time, but you can’t fool all of the people all of the time.” We could also add this: you can never fool God
and no matter how hard we try we can’t always fool ourselves. Maybe we turn a blind eye to our own sinfulness, and hope
everyone else will forget what we have done. But the reality of our sin catches up with us sooner or later. Suddenly we
find ourselves facing the burden our sins–and they don’t necessarily have to be the things that we consider major sins,
like murder or abuse or adultery. Sooner or later all sin weighs heavily upon us. We feel the burden of our actions. We
call that burden guilt and guilt can have a dramatic impact on our hearts and lives.

David, who wrote the words of our text, understood that very well. This particular psalm may flow out of his sin with
Bathsheba. His adultery, his lying and his murder of Bathsheba’s husband, Uriah, did catch up with him. He says that
hiding sin in his heart was such a burden that it felt as if his bones were wasting away. His strength withered away, as
the guilt and shame of his sin penetrated to the very core of his being. His burden felt so heavy that he groaned under it
all day long. Thankfully, David also recognized that there is hope for the burdened heart. The means of relieving the heart
burdened by sin is sincere confession. As David says: I acknowledged my sin to you, and I did not cover my iniquity;
I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the Lord,” and you forgave the iniquity of my sin.

David learned what we all need to learn: confession is good for the soul. When we speak of confession, we tend to think
of simply acknowledging the things that we have done that are wrong–and in its most basic meaning, that is what
confession is. We can also distinguish different types or facets of confession. There is the secret confession of the heart,
in which the heart speaks to God, acknowledges our guilt and receives forgiveness in faith. We have the General
Confession that we speak together in the church as part of our liturgy. In certain cases, there is a need for public
confession, spoken by an individual before the congregation because their actions have been public and have caused hurt
to many. There is reconciliatory confession, where we go to a person we have wronged, acknowledge our fault, and
receive forgiveness. There is also individual or private confession, where we go and confess to the pastor the sins that



are weighing heavily upon our hearts.

All of these various aspects of confession are important. They all have to do with freeing ourselves, both body and soul,
from the burden and shame of our sin. We confess–be it to God, to our neighbour, to the pastor–so that we can be blessed
through the assurance of forgiveness in the Absolution–and Pastor Eric will say more about that next week. 

Even secular song writers have known that “evil grows in the dark; in the sun it never thrives. Evil grows in cracks and
holes and lives in people’s minds.” Sin thrives in concealment. It fears exposure. Sin seeks to make us indifferent to its
presence, but it also eats away at us. Hidden sin is a burden. Unresolved guilt–or more precisely, unconfessed sin–affects
our entire being. That is what David was talking about when he said: When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through
my groaning all day long. For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of
summer. The wonderful power of confession is that it breaks through this concealment as sin is revealed to another.
Confession not only talks about sin but actually admits it, acknowledges it as we did in our worship today. Yes, we used
different words, but we were still saying the same thing: Most merciful God, we confess that we are by nature sinful
and unclean. We have sinned against you in thought, word, and deed, by what we have done and by what we have
left undone. We have not loved you with our whole heart; we have not loved our neighbours as ourselves. We justly
deserve your present and eternal punishment. For the sake of your Son, Jesus Christ, have mercy on us. Forgive
us, renew us, and lead us, so that we may delight in your will and walk in your ways to the glory of your holy
name. Our confession in worship is important. We need to confess that we are sinners in need of God’s grace. It prepares
us to hear and receive the promise of forgiveness through the loving Saviour.

In the same way, confessing to those we have hurt is important, lest the sin become an obstacle between us. James reminds
us: Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed. (James 5:16 - ESV) Jesus
tells us: So if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you,
leave your gift there before the altar and go. First be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift.
(Matthew 5:23-24 - ESV) When someone comes to confess those things they have done against us, we must remember what
Jesus says to us: For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you, but if you do not
forgive others their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses. (Matthew 6:14-15 - ESV)

Confession lets God bring to our hearts and lives the freedom, the release, and the peace of forgiveness. Confession brings
us face to face with our sin–but it also brings us face to face with our Saviour. David confessed his sins to the prophet
Nathan and heard from the prophet the assurance of God’s forgiveness–a forgiveness that would be for all people through
the Saviour who takes away the power of sin and death and hell. In His great love for us, the eternal Son take on our flesh
and lives among us. The day came when, on a hill called Golgotha, the Lord of Life gave His life as the perfect sacrifice
for all sin and for all sinners. As Paul said: “For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we
might become the righteousness of God.” (2 Corinthians 5:21, ESV) His perfect Sacrifice brings us the forgiveness of all our
sins, no matter how great, no matter how small. He died for us, but He also lives to declare to us His wonderful promise
of forgiveness as we confess our sins. 

We must confess all sins to God. We confess to our neighbour the sins we have committed against him. We can also go
to the pastor to confess those sins that burden us. We often overlook the blessing of private confession which gives us the
assurance of absolution that we may not find in any other way. Luther said, “In confession, as in the Sacrament, you have
the advantage that the Word is aimed at you personally. For in preaching it takes flight in the congregation, and though
there it strikes you too, still you are not as sure. But here it cannot strike anyone except you alone”. People should not
be coerced or compelled to practice private confession, but this teaching in the catechism does remind us of power of the
Gospel at work in the heart and life of an individual, especially that person who is burdened by a particular sin. Have you
ever said, something like, “Boy, it feels good to get that off my chest”? Something that has been nagging at us has finally
come out and when it does, it feels so good! A small pebble in our shoe can cause great discomfort as we walk but once
that pebble is gone, we feel better. How much greater is our relief when the sins that torment us are taken away! Luther
said about private confession: is useful and necessary, nor would I have it abolished; nay; I rejoice that it exists in the
Church of Christ, for it is a cure without equal for distressed consciences.” (LW 36)

We have often heard the words of the apostle John: If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not



in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.
If we say we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us. My little children, I am writing these
things to you so that you may not sin. But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the
righteous. He is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world. (1 John 1:8-2:2

- ESV) How blessed we are to have such a loving Saviour! He does not look at what we have done, or what we can do. He
comes to bring healing to those who confess their sins. We confess as we talk to God in prayer. We confess our sins as
we worship. We can confess to the pastor. As we confess, we will learn what David knew: confession is good for the
soul. I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the LORD”— and thanks be to God! He forgives us for the sake of His
Son, Jesus Christ. Amen.


