
• Language is a funny thing. When you move from one place to another, words are often used 
a bit differently than where you were from. Or they use different words to mean the same 
thing. 

• When we were in Scotland this summer, words like chips, trolley, coach, lorry, biscuit and lift 
were some of the ones you had to pay attention to in order to understand. 

• What makes language even more strange is words sometimes change their meaning 
completely over time. Let me give you some examples: 

• Nice: This word used to mean "silly, foolish, simple." Far from the compliment it is today! 

• Silly: Meanwhile, silly went in the opposite direction: in its earliest uses, it referred to things 
worthy or blessed; from there it came to refer to the weak and vulnerable, and more recently 
to those who are foolish. 

• Awful: Awful things used to be "worthy of awe" for a variety of reasons, which is how we get 
expressions like "the awful majesty of God." 

• Fizzle: The verb fizzle once referred to the act of producing quiet flatulence (think "SBD"); 
American college slang flipped the word's meaning to refer to failing at things. 

• Clue: Centuries ago, a clue (or clew) was a ball of yarn. Think about threading your way 
through a maze and you'll see how we got from yarn to key bits of evidence that help us 
solve things. 

• Naughty: Long ago, if you were naughty, you had naught or nothing. Then it came to mean 
evil or immoral, and now you are just badly behaved. 

• Guy: It comes from the name of Guy Fawkes, who was part of a failed attempt to blow up 
Parliament in 1605. Folks used to burn his effigy, a "Guy Fawkes" or a "guy," and from there 
it came to refer to a frightful figure. In the U.S., it has come to refer to men in general. 

• Flirt: Some 500 years ago, flirting was flicking something away or flicking open a fan or 
otherwise making a brisk or jerky motion. Now it involves playing with people’s emotions 
(sometimes it may feel like your heart is getting jerked around in the process). 

• Hussy: Believe it or not, hussy comes from the word housewife (with several sound 
changes, clearly) and used to refer to the mistress of a household, not the disreputable 
woman it refers to today. 

• Words change over time. They lose the original sense of the word. They gain new flavors to 
their meanings. They get twisted. 

 

• I think this is probably true in many ways for the main idea behind the bible passage today. 

• The words are . . . confession and repentance. 

• What does repentance mean for you? What does it look like? 

• What emotions go through you when you think of repentance? What if I said telling someone 
and confessing to them? 

• Why do we confess? Because we are feeling bad? About what? Circumstances? 
Relationships? 

• What is the goal of repentance? To feel better? To get God to do something for us? To clear 
the air? 

• Most of us are terrified at the idea of repentance. Especially if others are involved. 

• But lack of repentance means secrets. Secrets disease the soul and lead to chains and a 
lack of joy and freedom. 

• That means, catch this, repentance is a good thing. REPENTANCE GIVES FREEDOM. 

• This is what we see in Nehemiah 9. 
 
 
 



9:1 On the twenty-fourth day of the same month, 

• The same month they had celebrated the feast of tabernacles, or feast of tents. Now it took 
on a different tone.  

the Israelites gathered together, fasting and wearing sackcloth and putting dust on their heads. 
2 Those of Israelite descent had separated themselves from all foreigners. They stood in their 
places and confessed their sins and the sins of their ancestors. 3 They stood where they were 
and read from the Book of the Law of the LORD their God for a quarter of the day, and spent 
another quarter in confession and in worshiping the LORD their God. 

• Let’s pause for a second. What the Israelites were doing is mentioned here. Confession. 

• REPENTANCE GIVES GREEDOM and  

I. Confession is required for repentance. 

• Confession does not equal repentance, but it is necessary for repentance to occur.  

• To confess, according to our current dictionary, is simply to own up or admit as true. eg. I 
confess that I haven’t read that book. I confess, it was me who took that last cookie. 

• That is certainly a part of biblical confession, but it is incomplete. 

• What are the characteristics of real biblical confession? What is the difference between 
simply being sorry and the confession that leads to repentance. 
 

A. Confession should be rooted in God’s character and actions. 
4 Standing on the stairs of the Levites were Jeshua, Bani, Kadmiel, Shebaniah, Bunni, 
Sherebiah, Bani and Kenani. They cried out with loud voices to the LORD their God. 5 And the 
Levites – Jeshua, Kadmiel, Bani, Hashabneiah, Sherebiah, Hodiah, Shebaniah and Pethahiah – 
said: “Stand up and praise the LORD your God, who is from everlasting to everlasting.” 
“Blessed be your glorious name, and may it be exalted above all blessing and praise. 6 You 
alone are the LORD. You made the heavens, even the highest heavens, and all their starry 
host, the earth and all that is on it, the seas and all that is in them. You give life to everything, 
and the multitudes of heaven worship you.  

• The word yadah, which is translated confession here, is translated as worship as much as 
confession. If you look at what is going on here, there is worship and confession at the same 
time. 

• These two things don’t seem to go together. When I am confessing something, I am not 
usually inclined to want to tell God how amazing he is. 

• What the Israelite were being led through was a focusing on God, particularly on his role in 
creation.  By doing so, they recognized God as the only one who had the right to decide 
what is right and wrong. It is he who decides what it should look like and how we should act. 

• It is never other people. It is not the world around us. 

• The root of confession is a recognition of God’s place vs. my place. 

• If our confession leads us to any other comparison than God, then our confession is 
misguided. 

• Until we see our sins for what they really are – a rebellion against a holy God, we will never 
move toward repentance. Unless we recognize God’s faithfulness and love in dealing with 
us, we will never confess properly out of fear of him. 

• Short of that, we might be sorry someone got hurt, sorry for the mess we got ourselves into 
or sorry there is a problem. In short, we are sorry for the results of the actions, not the 
underlying motivations themselves. 

• Confession needs to be rooted in God’s character and: 
 
B. Confession means owning my sin.  



• It does not excuse them, it does not blame others. Confession sees things as they are / 
honest. The human tendency is to rose color them. Minimize them. Especially the ones we 
are most ashamed of. 

You are the LORD God, who chose Abram and brought him out  
you made a covenant with him to give to his descendants the land of the Canaanites 
You have kept your promise because you are righteous.  
You saw the suffering of our ancestors in Egypt; you heard their cry at the Red Sea. 
You sent signs and wonders against Pharaoh,  
You divided the sea before them, so that they passed through it on dry ground, but you hurled 
their pursuers into the depths, like a stone into mighty waters.  
By day you led them with a pillar of cloud, and by night with a pillar of fire to give them light on 
the way they were to take.  
You came down on Mount Sinai;  
you spoke to them from heaven.  
You gave them regulations and laws that are just and right, and decrees and commands that 
are good.  
You made known to them your holy Sabbath  
In their hunger you gave them bread from heaven and in their thirst you brought them water 
from the rock; 

• God is the one who chooses not based on merit. He makes and keeps his promises and 
covenants, not because he has to, but because it’s his very nature. 

• He cares about the suffering and circumstances of his people and he acted to relieve that 
suffering and deliver them. 

• He daily led his people. He spoke to his people and gave them his presence. 

• He directed them on the best way to live.  

• He provided for their physical needs. 

• He gave them an identity by giving them the promised land, a promise he kept. 

• God was amazing.  
16 “But they, our ancestors, became arrogant and stiff-necked, and they did not obey your 
commands. 17 They refused to listen and failed to remember the miracles you performed 
among them. They became stiff-necked and in their rebellion appointed a leader in order to 
return to their slavery. 

• They are owning not only their own sins, but their ancestors sins as well. Why? 

• They are tracing the goodness of God and their own historical negative response. They 
were connecting their actions to the past and their circumstances to what came before.  

• There was no excusing their problems as a result of their ancestors. They owned all of it. 
They are acknowledging their piece in this. They are laying out their connection with it. 

• This is so important and it runs contrary to our nature. 
A study by a couple of researchers at the University of Toronto and at James Madison 
University in Virginia concluded that we cut ourselves more slack than we give to others.  
No surprise there, right. But the study explains why we do this.  
He claims that we all have "bias blind spots" because there's a mismatch between how we 
evaluate others and how we evaluate ourselves.  
When considering the irrational choices of a stranger, for instance, we are forced to rely on [how 
they behave]; we see their biases from the outside, which allows us to glimpse their [errors]. 
However, when assessing our own bad choices, we tend to engage in elaborate introspection. 
We [study] our motivations and search for relevant reasons; we lament our mistakes to 
therapists and ruminate on the beliefs that led us astray. 



As an example, if we drive crazy through traffic it's because we have an important meeting or 
we don't do it that often, and so forth. But if someone else cuts us off in traffic there's one 
simple, observable explanation: he's a jerk.  
Lehrer concludes "[our bias blind spots] are largely unconscious, which means they remain 
invisible to self-analysis and [resistant] to intelligence." In other words, being smarter won't help 
you see your own junk. As a matter of fact, more intelligence may add to the problem. 

• We have all seen disingenuous confessions. 

• “If I offended anyone . . .” 

• “I am sorry but . . .” 

• That’s why true, biblical confession requires humility. 

• The only way to truly and meaningfully confess is to understand who God is and where I am 
in relation to him. 

• I wonder what might change if we did this. “God, you have always provided for my needs. 
You gave me my job. You gave me my kids. You blessed me with friends. You never let me 
go hungry. When I blew it you have always been gracious. You gave me life. You accepted 
me. You saved me. You have forgiven me. You watch over me. You have defended me, 
protected me, encouraged me. And I still am rebelling against you in this area.” 

 
C. Confession needs to be specific. 

• Unless we are specifically confessing our sins, the confession is pointless. It will never lead 
to repentance. 

• The Israelites are remarkably specific. 

• We have been arrogant and proud. 

• We were the deciders on how we wanted to live. (Stiff-necked means hard to control. Not 
listening. Going their own way (like an oxen)). 

• We disobeyed and acted contrary to God’s instructions. 

• We refused to listen – a conscious, in-your-face decision to ignore you. 

• We failed to remember – they gave no credit or thought to God’s past actions. 

• We rebelled. We relied on other things than you to make us feel good. 

• General confession has very little power for freedom. 

• This already makes us uncomfortable, but here is the kicker. 
 
D. Confession should happen in relationship. 

• Sackcloth was a coarse material usually made of black goat’s hair, making it quite 
uncomfortable to wear. It’s like wearing a scratchy sweater against your skin. 

• The ashes signified desolation and ruin. 

• When a person used sackcloth and ashes, it was a public declaration of repentance. 
Basically, sackcloth and ashes were used as an outward sign of one’s inward condition. 

• They did it together. 

• I know I am all too eager to go to God privately and confess my sins. I figure I will get right 
with God and then fix everything and THEN I will involve others. 

• How’s that working for you? 

• This theme is carried throughout Scripture. James says to confess our sins to each other so 
that we may be healed. Secrets are deadly. There needs to be people in your life with whom 
you can be completely transparent. 

 

• REPENTANCE GIVES GREEDOM and you cannot have repentance without confession. 
You can have confession without repentance. That is why so many are stuck in their sin. 
They have confessed a thousand times. But repentance is lacking. 



II. Confession should lead to repentance. 

• Def’n: deep sorrow, compunction, or contrition for a past sin, wrongdoing, or the like; sincere 
regret or remorse. Repentance in Scripture is much bigger than this. It always means to 
return, to come back, to change direction. 

• How do we do that? 
 
A. Repentance is motivated by a desire to be in right relationship with God. 

• The whole next section shows the people recounting how despite their sin, God continued to 
be with their nation. It’s summed up in v17. 

17 But you are a forgiving God, gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in 
love. Therefore you did not desert them, 

• He had the right to kill them and did not (v18) 

• He did not abandon them (v19) but continued to lead them. 

• He continued to teach and instruct them (v20) 

• He continued to provide for their needs (v20-21) 

• He still gave them an identity and kingdom, giving them power and authority. (v22-24) 

• He gave them physical blessings that they did not earn (v25).  
26 “But they were disobedient and rebelled against you; they turned their backs on your law. 
They killed your prophets, who had warned them in order to turn them back to you; they 
committed awful blasphemies.  

• Catch the pattern that they are recounting. It is the pattern of many of us. 

• God you were amazing and faithful and beyond gracious. 

• I rebelled and did life my way. 

• God, you still continued your faithfulness to your promises, your covenants, you character. 

• I still decided that I knew better and I get to make my own decisions on morality and life. 

• Then when my life was a wreck, I came to you and you graciously blessed and helped me. 

• When things got OK, I went back to my old ways. 

• You warned me over and over. You used friends, leaders and circumstances to get my 
attention but I stubbornly have ignored them. 

• I wanted my way. I remained convinced of my own rightness. 

• This section ends the way it began. 
31 But in your great mercy you did not put an end to them or abandon them, for you are a 
gracious and merciful God.  

• They were more interested in their own comfort, feelings and circumstances than they were 
in God and so they would turn their backs again even though God remained loving, 
gracious, faithful and longsuffering. 

33 In all that has happened to us, you have remained righteous; you have acted faithfully, while 
we acted wickedly.  

• They recognize that God’s faithfulness has been always there despite their own 
unfaithfulness. God has done well, they have not. True repentance is motivated by a desire 
to restore relationship. 

 
B. Repentance results in change. 
38 “In view of all this, we are making a binding agreement, putting it in writing, and our leaders, 
our Levites and our priests are affixing their seals to it.” 

• We are going to dig into this next week, but the result of their confession and repentance is 
change. They are chose together to make a binding agreement with God and put it in 
writing. 



• They knew that just feeling bad was not enough. They wanted to be in right relationship. 
That means things could not continue as is. 

• The church's integrity problem is in the misconception "that we can add Christ to our lives, 
but not subtract sin. It is a change in belief without a change in behavior." He goes on to 
say, "It is revival without reformation, without repentance." (Patrick Morley, I Surrender) 

• Change is a result of repentance. It is not the repentance itself. Confession that sees God 
for who he is and owns my own specific rebellion, and a desire for a restored and better 
relationship with God, will lead to change. 

• Change earns nothing. Living better so God loves me more is pointless. Trying to be better 
or act better or do something so I feel better about myself is short-lived. 

 

• REPENTANCE GIVES FREEDOM. 

• It is a gift from God to lead us to greater joy. To not have to struggle with the same things 
over and over. 

• So practice confession and repentance. 

• Base your confessions on who God is. Own you part. Be specific. Ask God to show you. 

• Let a desire for God’s presence in you motivate you to turn. To go a new direction. 

• Then do this with someone. 

• I have been on many hikes. I love walking and hiking. I have done many in the Rocky 
Mountains throughout my life. I recall one hike that went for miles. It was a lot climbing. It 
was tough. The hike was OK, but at some point we realized we had not gone where we 
thought. We were not reaching the end. But we had to go back. There was no shortcut. No 
bus. No shuttle. No other way.  

• We had to retrace our steps. It was wearying. It was still tough. It was hot. 

• Repentance is like that. When we turn around, there is no shortcut. We must practice living 
in a new direction as much as we practiced living in the wrong direction. 

• REPENTANCE GIVES FREEDOM. 


