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WHAT IS CONFESSION?
Think back to your childhood. Can you 

recall a time you did something that made your 
parents, grandparents, or another adult angry—
breaking a vase, trampling a flowerbed, or bat-
ting a baseball through a window? Can you recall 
your thoughts, feelings, and fears?

We all did such things when we were children, 
and we felt bad or even frightened about them. As 
we got older, we realized that mom or dad was less 
angry if we confessed what we did and said it was an 
accident or a thoughtless behavior. We learned that 
our best reaction was to simply admit what we had 
done. We learned to say, “I did it, and I’m sorry.”
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At the time though, as children, we may have 
hoped no one would find out, so we avoided saying 
anything to anyone. Or we may have slid responsi-
bility to someone else, maybe a brother or sister— 
“Bobby told me to” or “Jenny made me so mad that 
I broke the vase.” Perhaps, to escape punishment, 
we put on our best innocent face and even claimed, 
“I didn’t do it, and I don’t know who did.”

Adam

Interestingly, the first human tried this after 
doing something God had forbidden. Adam acted 
like a little boy when God came to him.

God: “Have you eaten of the tree of which 
I commanded you not to eat?”

Adam: “The woman whom You gave to be 
with me, she gave me fruit of the tree, and 
I ate.” (Genesis 3:11–12)

Not much of a confession. Adam tried to shift 
the blame to his wife, Eve, then even to God Himself 
for giving Eve to him. That tactic may work with 
the people around us, but God isn’t like our parents, 
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teachers, or family. He knows our thoughts and 
desires, and He sees everything we do.

Think of criminals who commit crimes but are 
not caught, or, if they are prosecuted, are not found 
guilty. Or the person on the murder spree who com-
mits suicide when the police are near. This person 
thinks he has escaped justice—but he is fooling 
himself; there is a Judge who immediately rules on 
his life. This Judge does not require the testimony 
of witnesses or forensic experts; the ever-present, 
all-knowing Son of God is a witness to everything 
we say and do.

Can a man hide himself in secret places so 
that I cannot see him? Declares the Lord. 
Do I not fill heaven and earth? declares the 
Lord. (Jeremiah 23:24)

And more than that, He even knows our inmost 
thoughts.

You know when I sit down and when I rise 
up; You discern my thoughts from afar. 
(Psalm 139:2)
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Jesus Christ is the Judge before whom each of 
us stands when we die. If we do not go before Him 
in confession in this lifetime, we will face His pun-
ishment through all eternity—the never-ending 
fires of hell.

The idea of confessing our sins to God can be 
terrifying. It seems like we are just asking to be 
punished, so we make excuses or try to shift the 
blame and responsibility a little bit. But lying to 
God is just another sin that He sees right through—
and it adds to our guilt.

What does God want us to do when we mess up 
and sin against Him and sin against others? Well, 
He does not want us to try to make up for it by 
doing good things or by punishing ourselves. King 
David wrote,

The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a 
broken and contrite heart, O God, You will 
not despise. (Psalm 51:17)

And the apostle John wrote this promise: 

If we confess our sins, [God] is faithful and 
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just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us 
from all unrighteousness. (1 John 1:9)

God doesn’t require us to do anything to receive 
His forgiveness except open up and tell the truth 
with an open heart—not make excuses, not shift 
the blame, just tell the truth and admit everything. 
He is our loving Father who wants to forgive our 
sins so much that He sent His Son, Jesus, to us. 
Jesus, God the Son, left the perfection of heaven 
and lived amid the chaos of humanity on earth. 
He took our sins, our guilt, and the punishment 
we deserve upon Himself and suffered and died on 
the cross. For Jesus’ sake, God is more than happy 
to take away our sins and guilt, to comfort us with 
His love and forgiveness, and to promise us eternal 
life with Him.

What Sins Should I Confess?
It is easy to think that God forgives only the spe-

cific sins we confess to Him. But that would leave 
countless sins unforgiven because it is impossible 
to remember, confess, or even recognize all our 
sins. The Bible teaches there are even sins we have 
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committed that are hidden from us, sins only God 
knows. 

Who can discern his errors? Declare me 
innocent from hidden faults. (Psalm 19:12)

Notice, the psalmist could not name his hidden 
faults, but he asked God to forgive them. Our prayer 
needs only to be, “Heavenly Father, forgive me all 
my sins in Jesus’ name. Amen.”

Then, if particular sins weigh heavily on our 
hearts, minds, and consciences, we can mention 
them by name and ask God’s forgiveness. And God 
truly forgives us for Jesus’ sake!

We don’t need to be in church to confess our 
sins and ask for God’s forgiveness. We can do this 
privately at any time. But God wants us to be sure 
and confident of His forgiveness, so He has taught 
us in the Bible of His full forgiveness. And He estab-
lished His Church so we can hear and know His 
forgiveness.

What Is Public Confession?
In traditional Lutheran worship, each Divine 

Service begins with public confession. None of us 
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is worthy to come into God’s presence and receive 
His blessings. Even if we tried to clean up our lives 
first, we could never do enough. God invites us to 
come as we are and bring our failings to Him. And 
the first thing God does when we come before Him 
in worship is deal with our sins. 

The service begins by calling on the name of 
our triune (three-in-one) God, who has called each 
believer by name in Holy Baptism:

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, 
and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Then we hear and say God’s promises:

If we say we have no sin, we deceive 
ourselves, and the truth is not in us. But 
if we confess our sins, God, who is faithful 
and just, will forgive our sins and cleanse us 
from all unrighteousness. (LSB, p. 151;  
1 John 1:8–9)

Reassured from God’s Word that He will forgive 
us for Jesus’ sake, we open our hearts, lay our souls 
bare before God, and make a public confession. We 
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join our voices with other sinners in words such as 
these:

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 neighbors 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. Amen. (LSB, 
Divine Service, Setting 1)

Notice that we make no excuses. We admit to 
God that we alone are responsible for our sins 
and that they come from our sinful nature. We 
also admit our failure to do the good things God 
requires. This confession does not mention specific 
sins—but while we are praying, we can think of 
particular sins that weigh heavily on our hearts.
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Also, notice what we don’t do in 
confession. We don’t make resolutions, 
pledges, or promises to God. We don’t 
say, “If You will forgive my sins, I promise 
never to repeat them.” We can’t keep such 
promises because of our sinful nature. But 
God doesn’t look for promises; He looks 
for true confession, our open and broken 
hearts. Then God takes away our sin and 
guilt. That is often called absolution. To 
absolve means “to declare a person free of 
all blame, guilt, and responsibility.” In the 
Divine Service, the pastor speaks God’s 
forgiveness in either of two ways—to the 
whole congregation together: 

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.
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