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“Catechism Review:  Confession and Absolution”


The Twenty-fourth Sunday after Pentecost					      November 8, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson									         Psalm 32
Epistle Lesson										  I John 1:5-10
Gospel Lesson										Matthew 9:1-8


In our review of the Catechism today, we come to “Confession and Absolution”--something that in my memory is seldom, if ever, preached on, and that’s why I’m making a point of preaching on it this time around through the Catechism.  

“Confession and Absolution” is a process in which we apply what is the general forgiveness of sins through the Gospel to specific individuals.  Through the death of Jesus on the cross God has forgiven the sins of all humanity unconditionally.  Now I want that to sink in for a few seconds.  This is one of the foundational points of the Christian faith, and it’s something people tend to back away from in their every day thinking about their faith.  Through the death of Jesus on the cross God has forgiven the sins of all humanity unconditionally.  In this forgiveness of sins, God has brought all humanity into right relationship with himself, receiving them to himself as his sons and his daughters.  This is his gift to the world which he loves.  The unjust suffering and death of Jesus paid the price to make this gift possible.  And that unconditional forgiveness of sins is out there.  

There are four ways in which this forgiveness of sins and renewed relationship with the creator is applied to people.  First, it is applied in general through the preaching and the teaching of God’s forgiveness in the Gospel message concerning Jesus.  In this way it is applied to humanity in general.  When people hear preaching of God’s Word they are helped to understand their sin, and they have God’s forgiveness applied to their lives.  When people are driving in their cars, and they hear the song “Amazing Grace,” they are having God’s forgiveness applied to their lives.  When people watch a passion play or a film such as “The Passion of the Christ,” they are having God’s forgiveness applied to their lives.  When people attend a Bible class, God’s forgiveness is being applied to their lives in the general proclamation of God’s unconditional forgiveness of humanity through Jesus of Nazareth.

Now, in addition to this general application of forgiveness to people’s lives, there are three specific ways in which forgiveness is applied to a person’s life in particular—to that person alone.  In baptism, God’s forgiveness through the merit of Jesus is applied specifically to the person who is being baptized.  The proclamation of God’s forgiving grace is narrowed down to that one person being baptized, and that person, that person’s family, everyone involved is being assured that the forgiveness of sins through Jesus of Nazareth is applied to that person specifically at that moment.  In the Lord’s Supper, forgiveness through the merit of Jesus is applied to each person individually and specifically as they receive the bread and wine.  When you come forward to receive the Lord’s Supper, when you receive the bread and the wine, this is the Creator of the Universe coming to you specifically and saying, “I apply the forgiveness of sins through the merit of Jesus Christ to your life specifically and individually.”  

And third, God’s forgiveness of sins through the merit of Jesus is applied to individuals specifically through Confession and Absolution.  This Confession and Absolution can take place in public worship, as it most usually does, or it can take place in what we call private confession.  In private confession a pastor hears our confession and offers us forgiveness in the name of Jesus, or when you confess to a Christian friend, and that Christian friends says, “Be of good cheer, let your conscience be clear, because of Christ God has forgiven you completely.”  When your friend absolves you it is every bit as valid as if the pastor or Jesus himself had pronounced that forgiveness to you.  

Now this is not four different types of forgiveness.  Forgiveness is forgiveness; that’s all there is.  But it is four ways of applying the same forgiveness to people—one general way and then three very specific ways.  Now the words used in Confession and Absolution are not a set formula.  There is no magic in the words.  So you don’t trust in the words, you don’t trust in the formula, as though it’s being done correctly or not.  The words of Confession generally include a statement of one’s sinful condition, a statement of the seriousness of one’s sin, and a statement of confidence in forgiveness through the merit of Jesus.  Here’s a familiar example.  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 neighbor as ourselves.  We justly deserve your present and eternal punishment.  For the sake or 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.  Amen  That’s no magic formula, that’s just one of many forms that serves the purpose. 

The Absolution again is no magic formula, but the Absolution, the pronouncement of the forgiveness of sins, generally includes the announcement of forgiveness, the basis for this forgiveness, and a blessing for continued Christian growth.  Here’s a familiar example.  In the mercy of almighty God, Jesus Christ was given to die for us, and for his sake God forgives us all our sins.  To those who believe in Jesus Christ he gives the power to become the children of God and bestows on them the Holy Spirit.  May the Lord, who has begun this good work in us, bring it to completion in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen.  

The next question I want to deal with is this, and it’s a very important question:  What conditions are placed upon the pronouncement of forgiveness?  What conditions are placed upon the pronouncement of absolution?  Please hear me very carefully!  There are none!  There are none.  There are no conditions placed upon the pronouncement of absolution.  Forgiveness comes from the mercy of God and is given to people because of the death of Jesus on the cross.  There are no other conditions attached to it.  Many times I have heard people say something like this.  “If I confess my sins, and if I feel sorry for them, and if I ask God to forgive me, he will forgive me.”  I don’t know where this idea has come from, but it is not an accurate statement of the Christian faith.  It is not.  In general, any sentence beginning with the word “if” is not a clear statement of Christian belief.  Statements beginning with the word “if” are usually conditional statements which declare that God does something on the condition that we have done something first.  And this is never the case.  We do not act first.  God does.  God does not forgive us because we confess our sins.  God does not forgive us because we feel sorry for what we have done.  God does not forgive us because we ask him to.  God forgives us because Jesus died on the cross for us bearing the weight of our sin.  That is the only reason God forgives us, and that is the only condition placed upon the forgiveness that God offers to you and to me.  There are no other conditions placed upon that forgiveness.  Not our confession, not our feeling sorry, not our asking, not our faith, not our better living, not our correct doctrine, there are no conditions.  In fact, far from causing our forgiveness these things grow out of being forgiven.  Our confession of our sins, our feeling sorry for what we have done, our asking for forgiveness, our trust in God, our better living, our correct doctrine, none of these things cause God to forgive.  On the contrary, they all grow out of God’s free, unconditional forgiveness of our sins because of the death of Jesus on the cross.  He doesn’t forgive because we confess.  We confess because he forgives.  That is why St. Paul wrote these words, “At the right time, while we were yet sinners Christ died for us”--before we confessed, before we felt sorry, before we asked for forgiveness, before we trusted in God, before we lived a better life, before we got our doctrine straight.  None of us is good enough or sorry enough or faithful enough or correct enough in our belief for God to forgive us because of us.  It is never a matter of if we do or are something, God forgives.  It is always a matter of because Christ died for our sins God forgives.  

Since forgiveness from God is not conditional, then why is absolution normally preceded by confession?  Well that’s a good question.  It’s a very natural question.  It got me looking in the big, fat books they make us read in pastor’s school last week.  Looking through them I found this very succinct little paragraph, and I said, “That says it better than I can.”  So I’m going to share it with you.  It’s very short.  If, according to the custom of the Lutheran Church the pronouncement of Absolution is preceded by the questions:  Do you sincerely repent of your sins, believe in Jesus Christ, and sincerely and earnestly purpose to amend your sinful life?  This is not to render absolution conditional, but merely to warn the secure and to comfort the penitent before absolution is pronounced.  The pronouncement of Absolution is never a matter of, “Well, you seem to do that correctly and sincerely enough, so I forgive you.”  Our confession of our sins doesn’t earn forgiveness, it doesn’t produce absolution.  The confession precedes the absolution not as a condition of forgiveness, but as a means of warning those who might be secure in themselves.  It is good for them to use those words of confession before they hear forgiveness pronounced--less they stand there and say, “I don’t need this.”  And it is there to comfort those who are truly sorry for their sins, because it is good for them to hear absolution pronounced, trusting that even though they are not worthy, for the sake of Jesus they are forgiven.  

The next question:  Does anything really happen when Absolution is pronounced?  When I stand in front of the church and I say, “I forgive you all your sins in the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit.”  Does anything really happen?  When your friend assures you that because of Christ you are forgiven, and you should quit stewing about this thing that you did ten years ago.  Does anything really happen?  Yes.  Absolutely.  Absolutely.  Something happens.  Just as something really happens when the Holy Spirit uses God’s Word to convict persons of their sin and convince them of God’s forgiveness; just as something really happens when a person is baptized; just as something really happens when a person receives the Lord’s Supper; something really happens when the pastor or the lay person says to you, “By the command of God the Father, for the sake of Jesus Christ who died for your sins, I forgive you all your sins in the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit.”  Something really happens.  What happens is that the work of Jesus of Nazareth on the cross is applied to your life as God’s free and gracious gift.  It is not about your goodness, or my power, or the rightness of the liturgy, it is about God’s goodness, the power of Christ’s sacrifice for sins, and the ability of the Holy Spirit to apply that goodness and power to your life.  

But what if you don’t feel forgiven?  What if you don’t feel like something really happened?  I tell you what.  I’ve spoken to a few people in my lifetime who have told me they didn’t feel married.  But you know what?  They were married.  And they’re being married didn’t depend upon how they felt about it at the moment.  No matter how they felt; they were married.  I’ve spoken to a few people in my lifetime who told me they didn’t feel like they were wrong.  But you know what?  They were.  Whether they felt wrong or not, they continued to be wrong.  I’ve spoken to a few people in my life who’ve told me they didn’t feel loved.  But you know what?  They were loved by their family, by people close to them, and people continued to love them no matter how they felt about it.  So even if you don’t feel forgiven, be assured that you are.  Because your forgiveness comes from God because of what Christ has done for you, apart from any worthiness or merit in you, and apart from any feelings on your part.  

So then anyone who happens to be present when absolution is pronounced, is saved and on their way to heaven?  Not exactly.  Not exactly, no.  Let’s say the Minnesota Twins have a special day when everyone who attends the game is given a Twins hat.  These Twins hats were paid for by the Twins organization—there’s no charge.  They were distributed carefully so that everyone who attended the game got one.  They were actually received by every person who came to that game.  When you leave the stadium you notice that some people are wearing these hats, but you also notice that a lot of these hats are lying on the ground, and many of them are being blown around in the wind.  For any number of reasons, not everybody who was given a Twins hat still has a Twins hat.  Some people said, “Well, I’m not a Twins fan.  I don’t want this Twins hat.”  So they threw it away.  Some people thought, “I have a better hat.”  So they didn’t keep that one.  Some people were just careless and they lost their hat.  Some people put the hat on and then a friend said, “That looks goofy.”  So they took it off and threw it away.  Some people said, “I don’t like to wear any kind of hat.”  So they threw it away.  

So here’s my point:  Was there a hat paid for and provided for everyone?  Yes.  Was the distribution of the hats done well?  Yes.  Did everyone get a hat?  Yes.  Does everyone still have a hat?  No.  For any number of reasons, known only to themselves, a good number of the hats were not kept.  

And here’s the application:  Was forgiveness paid for and provided for everyone through Christ’s death on the cross?  The answer is “yes.”  Was the pronouncement and application of this forgiveness done well?  Yes.  Did everyone present receive God’s forgiveness?  Yes.  Does everyone still have that forgiveness?  No.  For any number of reasons, known only to themselves, a good number of people have let go of that forgiveness and it will produce nothing in their lives.  But that’s their issue not Gods.

Here are Luther’s words concerning Confession and Absolution.  Luther writes:  What is confession?  Confession has two parts.  First, that we confess our sins, and second, that we receive absolution, that is, forgiveness, from the pastor as from God himself, not doubting, but firmly believing that by it our sins are forgiven before God in heaven.

What sin should we confess?  Before God we should plead guilty to all sins, even those we are not aware of, as we do in the Lord’s Prayer; but before the pastor we should confess only those sins which we know and feel in our hearts.

Which are these sins?  Consider your place in life according to the Ten Commandments.  Are you a father, mother, son, daughter, husband, wife, or worker?  Have you been disobedient, unfaithful, or lazy?  Have you been hot-tempered, rude, or quarrelsome?  Have you hurt someone by your words or deeds?  Have you stolen, been negligent, wasted anything, or done any harm?

Here’s my concluding thought.  Because of who we are, we are wrong even when we don’t feel wrong.  And by God’s grace we are forgiven even when we don’t feel forgiven.  However, it is a great blessing to regularly be aware of and confess how we are wrong and thereby we assured that we are forgiven.  Confession is good for the soul.  And this is the message of Psalm 32, the Old Testament Lesson for today.  That’s why I’m going to read it to conclude this sermon.  I invite you to turn to page 4 in the service folder and follow along.  This very ancient Psalm is full of great theology and good psychology.  It makes the point that it is good for us to come before our God confessing our sins and being assured of our forgiveness.

Blessed is he whose transgressions are forgiven, 
whose sins are covered. 
Blessed is the man whose sin the LORD does not count against him 
and in whose spirit is no deceit. 
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. 
Then I acknowledged my sin to you and did not cover up my iniquity. 
I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the LORD”—
and you forgave the guilt of my sin. 
Therefore let everyone who is godly pray to you while you may be found; 
surely when the mighty waters rise, they will not reach him. 
You are my hiding place; you will protect me from trouble 
and surround me with songs of deliverance. 
I will instruct you and teach you in the way you should go; 
I will counsel you and watch over you. 
Do not be like the horse or the mule, which have no understanding
but must be controlled by bit and bridle or they will not come to you. 
Many are the woes of the wicked, but the LORD's unfailing love
surrounds the man who trusts in him.
Rejoice in the LORD and be glad, you righteous; 
sing, all you who are upright in heart!   Amen
