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Introduction 

Last week we considered the prayer of Jeremiah who prayed and acted with 

hope even while the Babylonians were besieging the city and God’s 
judgement against Israel was being carried out.  The people had repeatedly 

broken the covenant and worshiped other gods.  Now they were going to 
exiled for 70 years in Babylon. 

 

Fast-forward approximately 70 years, and this is where we find Ezra’s 
prayer.  Ezra and Nehemiah (whom you’ll learn more about next week!) will 

be the spiritual and administrative leaders respectfully, when the Israelites 
return to Jerusalem.  Nehemiah acts as an appointee of the Persian king, to 

rebuild the wall of city, to restore civic order and to collect taxes on behalf of 
the king. Ezra, while called a “priest” is actually a scribe, who is responsible 

for gathering the community around the word of YHWH or the “scroll of the  
Torah/Law of Moses”, through which their identity as the people of God will 

be reestablished and renewed. 
 

On their return to the land of promise, the Israelites find it not only in ruins 
but inhabited by some of the original tribes who worship gods other than the 

God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  The Israelites, against God’s 
instructions, have intermarried with these tribes.  In doing so, they have lost 

their distinctiveness, they have been “polluted” by these other 

gods/religions, and they have lost faith in and with YHWH.   This then is the  
context for Ezra’s prayer of confession. 

 
(Read Ezra 9:6-15)  (Pray.) 

The secure metal doors clanged shut behind me.  As I stood in the empty 
hallway, another set of metal doors opened ahead of me. Above, through 

the transom window I was being observed by guards who were controlling 
the doors. I was in jail.  

 
As an "on call" chaplain I was there at the request of one of the female 

inmates.  I entered the visitation room, and waited for her to be escorted 
in.  After brief introductions, "Shelly" (not her real name) began to tell me 

she was in jail, charged with assault.  Then she flew into an animated rant 
detailing the events that led up to her incarceration. In very colorful 

language she described how a simple difference of opinion had escalated to 



a full blown, knock-down-drag-out.  The police were called and she was 

hauled off  to jail, now awaiting trial.   
 

I simply listened as she placed blame on the other party, on her ex-
husband, on the demands of being a single working mother in a minimum 

wage job trying to support two young children.  She had lots of “reasons”, or 
justifications for her actions. In fact, she denied that she had done anything 

to contribute to the problem. It was not her fault.  Her biggest concern was 
for her children and for the person who now had temporary custody of them.    

 
Finally her torrent of words came to a halt, as if she had simply run out of 

steam. We sat quietly for close to five minutes. 
 

When she spoke again, it was almost reverential:  “Yea, I did it!” 
 

Confession.  Confession is good for the soul.   

 
For all her bravado, she was reduced to repentance:  

 
“And I’m sorry I did it.  Now my kids are gonna pay.”  

 
In Psalm 32 (and Psalm 51) King David discusses the consequences of 

unconfessed sin. 
 

Psalm 32: 3-4 
When I kept silent, my bones wasted away 

    through my groaning all day long. 
4 For day and night your hand was heavy on me; 

my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer. 
 

As well as the benefits of Confession: 

Psalm 32: 5 
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. 

 
Perhaps you have had a similar experience? It’s hard to sleep at night when 

our minds and emotions are tied up in an unresolved situation with a 
spouse, a friend, a co-worker.  But when we are able to reach out, and 

reconcile, we can rest much easier. 
 

Ezra’s prayer of confession is unique in that it is not so much a personal 
prayer, but Ezra identifies with his religious community, the people of Israel, 

and prays a corporate prayer of confession. 



Ezra begins with an intimate address “my  God” (v. 6). In what follows, he 

uses the plural possessive “our God” (v. 9,10,13) and concludes with “God 
of Israel” (v.15).   

 
He prays on his own behalf, but also on behalf of the community to which he 

belongs: he identifies with “our iniquities, our heads, our guilt, our 
ancestors, our kings, our priests”.  He moves beyond his own personal 

embarrassment and shame to that of his community.  He acknowledges all 
parts of the community have colluded in guilt and devastation results.  

Just like “Shelley” who recounted all the events leading up to her 
incarceration, she finally owned her part in it.  Ezra, by identifying with the 

larger whole of his community, “owns” their sin which resulted in God’s 
rightful judgement of exile. 

 
In v. 8 the prayer turns with “and now”, signaling that Ezra moves form 

meditation upon the past to the present moment.  After the admission of 

guilt( V.6-7) Ezra acknowledges God’s grace which is evident in their “brief 
moment of favor” as God has allowed the return and restoration of the 

people to their land. This is pure grace! “We weren’t punished as much as 
we deserved”, says Ezra. 

 
Then Ezra proceeds to draw us and God/Israel into an urgent moment of 

decision (v.10)  “What can we say after this? For we have forsaken the 
commands you gave through your servants the prophets…”  

Ezra diagnoses the problem…in that bad conduct has made the land 
unbearable.  The expressions “polluted”, “corruption”, “detestable practices” 

have filled the land with “impurity”.   
 

Ezra then proposes a solution:  that Jews must now refuse to participate in a 
common life with non-Jews.  Why?  Because these other tribes are not 

included in the old covenant, they worship other gods and likely have and 

will draw the Israelites away from Yahweh and into these pagan religions.  
That is the reason intermarriage is forbidden.  “Therefore” in v. 12 Ezra 

spells out a remedy for how to restore the right relationship with God and 
with the land.  Purity will preserve the land as an inheritance for their 

children. 
 

That’s good, but he is not done yet. 
 

Next, Ezra addresses Yahweh and the people by posing two rhetorical 
questions: 

 v.14    

Shall we then break your commands again and intermarry with the peoples who 

commit such detestable practices?  



Would you not be angry enough with us to destroy us, leaving us no remnant or 
survivor? 

 
Rhetorical questions do not require an answer for the answer is obvious.  In this 

case, NO—we shall NOT break God’s commands and YES—God would be angry 
enough to destroy Israel,(so let’s not go there!) 

While recognizing the seriousness of their sin—both individual and 

corporate—Ezra reaches its climax in verse 15.  Yahweh is the God of Israel: 
the One who is “righteous”, meaning just, equitable, fair, reliable and 

generous. 

 
God has given grace in v. 8-9 where there is a “little space” and a “little 

remnant” that is preserved.  It would have been totally within God’s justice 
and righteousness to totally wipe out this disobedient people, but no.  Nor 

does God abandon his people, but instead God is merciful, and gracious, 
even when it is undeserved.  

 
What is particularly interesting about this prayer is that Ezra asks for 

nothing. Rather it arises out of a crisis of identity, and it resolves to respond 
to the crisis of disobedience with renewed obedience. 

 
The concluding “here we are” counts on God to be with them and for them.   

 
Some of Jesus’ saying are hard and difficult. John’s gospel (chapter 8:66-69) 

says: 
66 From this time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed 
him. 
67 “You do not want to leave too, do you?” Jesus asked the Twelve. 
68 Simon Peter answered him, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the 

words of eternal life. 69 We have come to believe and to know that you are 
the Holy One of God.” 

 
It is like this:  whatever we do, shameless sinners that we are, we still are 

invited, welcomed to come before God, just as Ezra and the Israelites do, 
saying:  here we are.  So here WE are.  Sinners all in need of God’s grace.   

Carrying within ourselves unconfessed sin, causes “dis-ease” or stress.  But 
as the Psalmist says, when we confess our sins we experience 

relief…rest…reassurance that we are God’s children, no matter what.  Max 
Lucado has said: There is nothing we can do to make God love us less, nor is 

there anything we can do that will make God love us more.  God simply 

loves us.  (That’s God’s job!)  God wants to forgive! 
 

But what about the corporate nature of sin?   



A sad example has been reported on this week by Lori Matsukawa, one of 

the anchors on local NBC affiliate, King 5 news.  She reported a week-long 
series in commemoration of the 75th anniversary of the signing of executive 

order 9066 by President Franklin D. Roosevelt.  This order authorized the 
internment of tens of thousands of American citizens of Japanese ancestry 

and resident aliens from Japan, during WWII. 
 

Years after, groups worked to recognize this wrong and elicit an apology 
from the US government.  Finally in 1988, President Ronald Regan signed 

the redress bill which was the result of over ten years of hard work.  It 
provided $20,000. to each survivor, a public education fund, and a formal 

apology. 
 

At the signing, the president said, “No payment can make up for those lost 
years. So what is most important with this bill has less to do with property 

than honor.  For here, we admit a wrong.” 

 
JACL President Priscilla Ouchida reacted, “Today is a vindication for Japanese 

Americans, for the Constitution and for all Americans.” 
The government began issuing checks to the oldest survivors first.  When 

asked what he thought of redress, one elderly gentleman said:  “It takes a 
great country to admit it made a mistake.” 
(http://www.king5.com/news/local/prisoners-in-their-own-land-fighting-for-redress/408723383) 

 
Indeed!  It takes a great country….a great leader like Ezra…to confess and 

repent of what is a corporate sin.   
First one must be personally convicted, and then lead others. This is exactly 

what happened with Ezra.  The Israelites were convicted, confessed and 

enacted a new covenant with God, and took action/true repentance. 
Another contemporary example just occurred this week.  One action of the 

PCUSA’s General Assembly last summer was to make an official apology to 
the Native Americans, Alaska natives, and native Hawaiians.  

  
On Wednesday of this week an event was held in Barrow, Alaska where 

representatives of our denomination issued an apology, expressed remorse 
and repentance at a gathering focused on healing and renewal.   

 
(Coffee Cup)—In 1878 Rev. Sheldon Jackson and Rev. A.L. Lindsley 

convinced the Board of Home Missions of the Presbyterian church to raise 
funds for mission work in the west. This included church planting and the 

formation of mission schools for the purpose of Christian and “civilization” 
education. (The Utqiagvik Presbyterian Church in Barrow was founded in 

1899.)  

http://www.king5.com/news/local/prisoners-in-their-own-land-fighting-for-redress/408723383


However, in the process children were taken from their families.  Some 

suffered abuse of various kinds, as well as being forbidden to speak their 
native language. Other native customs, music, and dance were also banned. 

It was noted in the ceremony this week, that many who most deserve this 
apology are no longer living and able to hear or receive it, but confession 

and repentance are important if we are to heal and move forward. 
 

Personally, you and I were not a part of these actions, however as part of 
the body of Christ, we share in the good that was accomplished, as well as 

the abuses that occurred.  This is where the role of corporate confession 
enters into the picture. 

 
To confess is one thing.  True repentance means more than being sorry.  It 

means “to change one’s mind”, to experience a turn around in one’s thinking 
and as a result, to change one’s behavior.  All of us are created in God’s 

image.  All of us are sinners in need of God’s grace. Not one of us chose our 

parents.  All of us are a part of groups or organizations, and by this face we 
share a corporate identity, whether we “choose” that, or not.  Ezra illustrates 

for us a hard truth:  That there are occasions when we must engage in 
corporate confession and repentance. “How do you spell relief?” This was the 

advertising slogan in a series of television ads for a product that treated 
heartburn. I think the psalmist andEzra would agree: unconfessed sin causes 

“spiritual heart burn”.  How do you spell relief?  Confession. C-o-n-f-e-s-s-i-
o-n!      Let us pray. 
 
Randy Hobson    Feb 9, 2017 
Manager of Design and Multimedia, Office of the General Assembly  

 

Some of the historic wrongs done by the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 
against America’s native peoples are being made right this week as top 
leaders of the denomination issue a formal apology for harms inflicted. 
The Reverend J. Herbert Nelson, II, Stated Clerk of the General Assembly, 
and the Reverend Gradye Parsons, former Stated Clerk of the General 
Assembly, traveled to the northernmost city in the United States—
Utqiagvik (Barrow), Alaska—to apologize to Native Americans, Alaska 
natives, and native Hawaiians. 
 
The apology comes as the result of action by the 222nd General Assembly 
(2016), which directs “that the PC(USA) and its members apologize to 
United States citizens of Native American ancestry, both those within and 
beyond our denomination. We offer this apology especially to those who 
were and are part of ‘stolen generations’ during the Indian-assimilation 
movement, namely former students of Indian boarding schools, their 

https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/6350
https://www.pc-biz.org/#/search/6350


families, and their communities” (Minutes, 2016, Part I, p. 711 of the 
electronic file). 
 
On Wednesday during a celebration leading up to Kivgiq (Messenger 
Feast), a renewal and healing event, the apology was given. 
The words of remorse and repentance offered up Wednesday came more 
than a century after the Reverend Sheldon Jackson and the Reverend A. L. 
Lindsley convinced the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. Board of Home 
Missions to assume responsibility for the new territory of Alaska in 1878. 
Jackson recruited workers and raised funds to open a mission school that 
existed until 2007 in the form of a junior college. 
 
In 1880 Jackson invited the secretaries of the mission boards of Protestant 
denominations to a meeting that divided the mission work in Alaska. The 
Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. board accepted responsibility for 
Southeastern Alaska, where it had already initiated mission work, and for 
the far northern regions of the territory.  
 
The schools and other programs that came out of this agreement acted as 
vehicles through which a philosophy of “civilization” was carried out. In 
1887 indigenous languages were banned from schools by the federal 
government. Materials coming out of Presbyterian mission schools at the 
turn of the century advertise their adherence to this policy and emphasize 
the Christian and industrial education being offered. 
 
These policies came at a crucial time for Alaska. The discovery of gold in the 
1890s precipitated an influx of white settlers. Natives were segregated, 
pushed off their homelands, and paid less for work than white settlers—all 
while facing discriminatory hiring practices. 
 
The current Presbyterian presence in Alaska is through the Presbytery of 
Yukon, which is part of the Synod of Alaska-Northwest, as well as 6 
congregations in southeast Alaska that are part of the Northwest Coast 
Presbytery. According to the Presbytery of Yukon website, four distinct 
language and culture groups are represented: Iñupiat Eskimos in the north 
who speak Iñupiaq; Yupik Eskimos in the west who speak St. Lawrence 
Island Yupik; and Koreans and English speakers in the Interior and South 
Central.  
 

http://www.history.pcusa.org/collections/research-tools/guides-archival-collections/rg-3013
https://www.nlm.nih.gov/nativevoices/timeline/369.html
https://www.nlm.nih.gov/nativevoices/timeline/369.html
https://pres-outlook.org/2016/10/presbytery-yukon-offers-apology-native-alaskans/
https://pres-outlook.org/2016/10/presbytery-yukon-offers-apology-native-alaskans/
http://pbyukon.org/


Ezra 9:1-15 

 
9 After these things had been done, the leaders came to me and said, “The 

people of Israel, including the priests and the Levites, have not kept 

themselves separate from the neighboring peoples with their detestable 
practices, like those of the Canaanites, Hittites, Perizzites, 

Jebusites, Ammonites, Moabites, Egyptians and Amorites. 2 They have taken 
some of their daughters as wives for themselves and their sons, and have 

mingled the holy race with the peoples around them. And the leaders and 
officials have led the way in this unfaithfulness.” 

 
3 When I heard this, I tore my tunic and cloak, pulled hair from my head and 

beard and sat down appalled. 4 Then everyone who trembled at the words of 

the God of Israel gathered around me because of this unfaithfulness of the 
exiles. And I sat there appalled until the evening sacrifice. 

 
5 Then, at the evening sacrifice, I rose from my self-abasement, with my 

tunic and cloak torn, and fell on my knees with my hands spread out to 
the LORD my God 6 and prayed: 

“I am too ashamed and disgraced, my God, to lift up my face to you, 
because our sins are higher than our heads and our guilt has reached to the 

heavens. 7 From the days of our ancestors until now, our guilt has been 
great. Because of our sins, we and our kings and our priests have been 

subjected to the sword and captivity, to pillage and humiliation at the hand 
of foreign kings, as it is today. 

 
8 “But now, for a brief moment, the LORD our God has been graciousin leaving 

us a remnant and giving us a firm place[a] in his sanctuary, and so our God 

gives light to our eyes and a little relief in our bondage. 9 Though we are 
slaves, our God has not forsaken us in our bondage. He has shown us 

kindness in the sight of the kings of Persia: He has granted us new life to 
rebuild the house of our God and repair its ruins, and he has given us a wall 

of protection in Judah and Jerusalem. 
 
10 “But now, our God, what can we say after this? For we have forsaken the 
commands 11 you gave through your servants the prophets when you said: 

‘The land you are entering to possess is a land polluted by the corruption of 
its peoples. By their detestable practices they have filled it with their 

impurity from one end to the other. 12 Therefore, do not give your daughters 
in marriage to their sons or take their daughters for your sons. Do not seek 

a treaty of friendship with them at any time, that you may be strong and eat 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=ezra+9&version=NIV#fen-NIV-12246a


the good things of the land and leave it to your children as an everlasting 

inheritance.’ 
 
13 “What has happened to us is a result of our evil deeds and our great guilt, 
and yet, our God, you have punished us less than our sins deserved and 

have given us a remnant like this. 14 Shall we then break your commands 
again and intermarry with the peoples who commit such detestable 

practices? Would you not be angry enough with us to destroy us, leaving us 
no remnant or survivor? 15 LORD, the God of Israel, you are righteous! We are 

left this day as a remnant. Here we are before you in our guilt, though 
because of it not one of us can stand in your presence.” 

 
 


