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"Confess Your Sins to One Another"                                              

This is a short passage. But a lot is packed into it. It is quite clear what the main theme is: prayer. There are 
six occurrences of prayer (in noun and verb forms). If we include "praise" as a form of prayer, there are 
seven. James talks about praying when suffering; praising God when cheerful; calling for the elders of the 
church and having them pray over the sick; the effectiveness of the prayer of faith; the effectiveness of the 
prayer of a righteous person; Elijah's fervent prayer as an example.  

But there are other ideas present in this passage: the salvation of the one who is sick (v. 14); the forgiveness 
of sins (v. 15); confessing sins to one another (v. 16). They are all somehow related in James' mind. How?  

As we saw in the past two weeks, James calls on the sick to call for the elders of the church to come and 
pray for them (v. 14). Then in v. 15, James mentions how "the prayer of faith will save the one who is 
sick…." Why is James talking about one's salvation here? From this passage (along with Mark 6:13 we saw 
last week) the Roman Catholic Church developed the Sacrament of Extreme Unction. This is when the 
priest goes to the dying and hears his confession and prays for him with the anointing of oil (which is 
specially blessed by a bishop) for his physical healing and salvation. But, as the name indicates, this is 
usually performed for those in extreme conditions--that is, in their dying moments. And the focus is on the 
forgiveness of sins rather than on the physical healing. For this "spiritual" focus of the Sacrament, they 
point out James' use of the word, "save," in our passage. While not denying that this word can be used for 
physical healing in the New Testament, they emphasize its spiritual meaning here. They point out the 
forgiveness of sins mentioned at the end of v. 15. They also point out v. 20, in which saving of one's soul is 
mentioned.  

When we see the word "save" in the Bible, we typically think of spiritual redemption. However, the Greek 
word can be used for physical restoration as well. Most of the commentators agree that this word is used 
here for physical healing, not for spiritual salvation. When the sick person is exhorted to call for the elders 
of the church, we can assume that he is a member of the church, a Christian already: he doesn't need to be 
saved again.  

Some point out the promised outcome: "the Lord will raise him up." This verb can, and often does, refer to 
our resurrection on the last day. But as Douglas J. Moo points out, we don't have to have the elders come 
over and pray over us to be raised on the last day, do we (p. 244)? This word often refers to the sick being 
raised from their sickbed.  

What about the forgiveness of sins? The key word here is "if"--"if he has committed sins, he will be 
forgiven." Who of us is not guilty of sins, at any time of our life? Unfortunately, committing sins is not a 
question of "if" but "when" and "how." Then why does James say, "If he has committed sins…"? As Moo 
points out, the sins mentioned here seem to be particularly related to the sickness.  

The dominant cultural, religious perception of that time was that one's sickness (and suffering) was caused 
by one's sin--if not directly, at least indirectly. There was, of course, the Mosaic Law, which promises 
various curses for those who break the laws of God, which included sicknesses. So, when they saw a man 
born blind, the disciples asked Jesus, "Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind" 
(John 9:2)? Here in these words we can clearly see how people thought about sin and sickness. 

Our Lord blasted that notion by saying, "It was not that this man sinned, or his parents, but that the works 
of God might be displayed in him" (John 9:3). These words of our Lord caution us not to jump to hasty 
conclusions when people get sick or go through unexpected sufferings. This was the very mistake Job's 
friends made against Job. Why do we do this? Maybe it is because our mind craves for some kind of causal 



relationship between things. And it seems natural to ascribe someone's suffering to something bad he did. 
But our Lord shows us that such is not always the case. 

Even so, we cannot go to the opposite extreme and say our sickness or suffering has nothing to do with our 
sin. "Not always" doesn't mean "never." James says in v. 16, "If he has committed sins, he will be 
forgiven." This doesn't mean that the sick person's sins will be automatically forgiven if the elders pray for 
him. What is assumed is that the sick person confessed his sins to the elders. How do we know this? 
Because James goes on to say in the very next verse, "Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray 
for one another, that you may be healed" (v. 16).  

Here, James points out the possibility that our sickness (or suffering) may be a result of our sin(s): "If he 
has committed sins, he will be forgiven." There are some obvious cases, such as sicknesses resulting from 
drinking and smoking too much, or doing drugs, or eating too much or unhealthy. But things may not be so 
obvious. When we fall into hardship, we may feel convicted about our sins, which we might have neglected 
to deal with. This doesn't necessarily mean that our present suffering is the direct result of those sins, of 
course. But it would be well for us to confess our sins as the Spirit brings them to our attention. You see, 
with regard to other people's misfortune, we should not be quick to attribute it to his sin(s). But the sick 
person ought to examine himself to see whether there are unresolved sin problems in his life and heart. 

But we can see how this verse led to the Roman Catholic Sacrament of Confession (or Penance), can't we? 
This verse makes it clear that, when we sin, we should not just confess our sins to God but also to one 
another! But here, "one another" is the key. What is implied in v. 15 is that the sick person confessed his 
sins to the elders who came over to pray over him. But v. 16 moves beyond the elder-member interaction. 
James opens it up to all the members to confess their sins to one another and pray for one another's healing: 
"Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed." Then 
James goes on to assure the people that "the prayer of a righteous person [not just elders] has great power." 
And who is a righteous person? Some super Christians? Just the elders? No. In this context, a righteous 
person is someone who confesses his sins and receives Christ's forgiveness and righteousness in His name! 

But we have to ask further what James meant by "one another." Dale C. Allison, Jr., says: 

"Protestants have passionately insisted that 'to each other' is unqualified: no priest is mentioned. And it is 
indeed manifest that Orthodox and Catholic Christians have read much into James that is not there. Yet it is 
also true that James clearly presupposes religious practices about which he says next to nothing, so we 
remain in the dark. It is, accordingly, impossible to decide whether our clause envisions public confession, 
private confession, or both, or what ritual might have been involved. Nor do we know whether the text 
moved early readers to think of all sins or only of those committed against community members" (p. 769).  

I do not think what James envisions here is regular "confession" sessions in the church, in which everyone 
goes around confessing his sins to everyone else. We do not see this kind of meetings institutionalized in 
the history of the church, other than some special groups like the Methodists in the 18th century. Even so, it 
was done in smaller groups, not as a whole church. 

We ought to confess our sins privately to one another, as Christ has commanded us. And if forgiveness is 
offered, then the name of the Lord is honored and peace is restored. But when the sin is "public and gross" 
in nature, it cannot be just between the individuals involved: it calls for church discipline. But I'd like you 
to know that our session doesn't think it is wise to announce every discipline case to the whole 
congregation. If the sin is known only to a few people, then we are inclined to have the sinning member 
confess his sin and ask for the forgiveness of those, whom he has sinned against and who know about it. 
We don't want to publish his sin--unless the sinning member refuses to repent till the end and is 
excommunicated. The church is not a journalistic institution, which is obligated to broadcasting people's 
sins.   



But there are times our session feels compelled to announce it to the whole congregation. It is when his sin 
is known to the general public. In such a case, he has brought shame not only to the honor of Christ but also 
to the whole church, of which he is a member. In such a case, his repentance would include his public 
confession of sin in front of the congregation and humbly asking for the forgiveness of the congregation, 
against whom he has sinned.  

Certain principles seem to emerge here. The first is that we are to confess our sins to those, against whom 
we sinned. What would be the point of confessing our sins to a third party, especially if we did not have the 
courage to confess our sins to the very ones we have offended? It may ease our conscience to tell someone 
the wrong we have done. But it does not do much in the way of mending the broken relationship our sin has 
caused, does it? (And it is the very nature of sin to destroy whatever it touches. When we sin against 
someone, we can be sure that our relationship with him is damaged in some way.) Of course, the person 
you confess your sins to may be wise enough to urge you to confess your sin to the offended party. (But, 
after learning about today's passage, do we need anyone to tell us that we should confess our sins to the 
ones we have offended and ask for their forgiveness?) 

There is a second principle to observe: we should be careful not to publicize our sins or someone else's. Sin 
is scandalous in nature. Sin is able to twist facts and distort our mind to turn things upside down and inside 
out: it makes us do things that simply do not make sense to a sound mind! Does it make sense that we 
should choose the temporary things of the world over the eternal things of heaven? Does it make sense that 
we should risk losing our spouse, our family, our job, and even the reputation we have built up over many 
years and even decades, for a momentary pleasure? Does it make sense that we should turn away from God 
and all His blessings and pursue man's approval? How can we sin against the God of grace, who sacrificed 
even His own Son to redeem us from sin and eternal misery? How can we abandon the abundant life we 
have in Christ and go back to our own vomit? But sin has the ability to make us go crazy and do 
unthinkable things! Sin is scandalous in nature. We don't need to make it more scandalous by broadcasting 
it to a lot of people. We don't want to create unnecessary temptations to engage in gossips and unhealthy 
speculations.  

This is not about being secretive and trying to hide or cover up sins. Again, if the sin is public in nature, it 
will have to be announced to all members. But we should feel grateful for the wisdom of this principle. 
When in church leadership, the temptation is great to make an example of someone and breathe fear into 
everyone's heart through church discipline. This is why it's important to keep the sphere of discipline only 
as wide as it is absolutely necessary. Elders should not be trigger-happy when it comes to church discipline.  

Having affirmed these two principles, I believe that there are certain cases, in which confessing our sins to 
a "third" party may be beneficial and even recommended. I'm speaking of the sins that are "private" or 
"personal" in nature--in the sense that, while definitely a sin, it is not committed against another person, at 
least not directly. A good example of this may be what we see and watch on the Internet, especially for 
single people. Since they are not married, they are not sinning against their spouse. Even so, if their habit is 
becoming obviously destructive and out of control, then they may need to confess their sin to someone they 
respect and trust and enter into some kind of accountability relationship.  

Why is this a challenging injunction--to confess our sins to one another? We are proud. That's what it 
means to be a sinner. For the core of sin is pride. We may cower and submit to someone. Even then, we try 
to save our pride by blaming the circumstances that compelled us to do so, or by affirming that we chose to 
do so and therefore we were fully in control. Preserving our pride, or saving our face, is very important to 
us even if the face we are trying to save is only a facade! We don't want to be ashamed and lose whatever 
respect we think we have from people! We don't want other people to look down on us even though we 
deserve to be looked down upon! We don't want other people to have an upper hand in the relationship 
because they know our faults or weaknesses. Isn't this one of the reasons that politicians never admit their 
mistakes? As frustrating and infuriating that may be, we can understand, can't we? Who of us don't have 
that fear? Isn't that what keeps us from being honest and transparent? 



But doesn't this injunction of James' say a lot about the kind of people we have become in Jesus Christ and 
what kind of community we belong to?  

First, ours is a community of sinners. Why would we have to confess our sins to one another if we were 
perfect? We are all sinners. There is no one among us, who has no sin. Even if I knew nothing about you, 
one thing I know for sure is that you, too, are a sinner just like I am. I know that this is one of the most 
basic truths of the gospel. But what does that mean for us as a community? That means no one of us has the 
right to pick up a stone of punishment to throw at a fellow sinner. When a fellow member should confess 
his/her sin to us, we should be ready and willing to forgive as those who have been so freely and graciously 
forgiven by our God. Even when we confront someone with his sin, we should speak with love and mercy 
as his fellow sinner, not as a self-righteous judge. We should feel safe to confess our sins to one another. 
And if anyone tries to take advantage of us, he must deal with God and His wrath! 

Second, ours is at the same time a holy community. It is clear from the previous point that we are not a 
group of perfect and hoy individuals in our own right and merit. As those who embrace the gospel of God's 
grace, we should be the first ones to admit our sinfulness. Even so, we are in covenant relationship with a 
holy God. By His grace, we have been brought into His holy kingdom, His holy church. Though we are 
sinful in ourselves, we have been declared holy, only for the perfect sacrifice of Jesus Christ and His 
perfect righteousness, with which we have been covered. As a child born a crown prince must be educated, 
trained, and equipped to carry out his future role as king, so too we, who have been born again as God's 
children, must grow in our family resemblance to our holy God and Father.  

It's wonderful that God takes us the way we are--with nothing in our hands to commend ourselves to Him--
naked, helpless, and foul. Who of us can approach God if He should demand anything from us? But what is 
so great about being accepted the way we are if we are not happy with the way we are, if we know what we 
ought to be? What's so great about empty hands, with no cross to cling to, with nothing good and valuable 
to hold? Don't we want God to cleanse our foulness, cover our nakedness, and transform our helplessness 
into strength? That's exactly why God accepts us the way we are! And that is why we are to confess our 
sins to one another. The goal here is not to say, "I'm bad; you are bad; everybody is bad. That makes me 
feel better!" The goal is to address our sins so we can overcome them more and more and do what is good 
and true and beautiful more and more all by God's grace!  

Ours, then, is a community of safety and hope. We are safe because God has accepted us and compels us to 
do the same in His grace. Ours is a community of hope because, despite our failures and shortcomings, we 
have a living hope--not because we are able but because God is able, more than able, to complete the good 
work He began in us! We who have placed our faith in Jesus Christ have no right to despair because He is 
our Savior and He cannot fail!  
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