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In the name of the Father, and of † the Son, and of the 
Holy Spirit. Amen. In some ways the Church today often 
appears like a flat, week-old balloon that’s lost much of its 
air. It’s mushy, has no bounce, no vigor, and no resilience. 
The reason this is so is because much of the Church has cut 
Herself off from Her air supply – the living, Spirited, breath 
and Word of Her crucified, risen Lord. His is the breath that 
breathes the fresh air of the resurrection into the dank, dusty, 
locked-up rooms of our lives – fills otherwise fearful men 
with the Holy Spirit, and sends them boldly into the Apostol-
ic ministry – enabling human mouths to speak divine words 
which deliver God’s forgiveness and peace to peace-starved 
sinners. 

In the beginning, God made man by reaching down into 
the dust and forming his body – breathing into him the breath 
of life. Without the breath of God, we would all die. There-
fore, if the Church is flat, breathless, and lifeless – if Her 
members are dead, asthmatic lumps of dust – it’s because 
we’ve forsaken the living breath and voice of Jesus in the 
lively interchange of Confession and Absolution – of which 
there are three kinds. There’s confession in prayer, as Jesus 
teaches in the Our Father. There’s mutual confession, one to 
another. And, there’s confession before the pastor as the one 
appointed according to our Lord’s promise that the sins he 
forgives are forgiven, and the sins he retains are retained. It’s 
to this third kind of confession that today’s Gospel speaks 
most clearly. 

Confession, like prayer, is a holy skill – an art taught by 
the Holy Spirit in the school of life – learned and exercised 
on one’s knees – not casually debated or discussed while 
flopped in an easy chair around a fireplace over cigars and 
port. The Lutheran Reformers, therefore, didn’t abolish con-
fession, but reformed it. Indeed, it was one of first things to 
be reformed because of the ungodly practice of buying letters 
of indulgence purporting to secure God’s favor for sinners. 
Hence, Luther didn’t do away with confession, but used it 
mightily – and said that he could not have survived the 
Reformation without it! 

The Lutheran Confessions call absolution the “true and 
living voice of the Gospel” – arguing that it must not be al-
lowed to fall into disuse, and that “those who despise absolu-
tion understand neither the forgiveness of sins nor the power 
of the keys.” Protestantism, however, doesn’t understand the 
difference between the Lutheran and Roman confessional, 
precisely because it doesn’t rightly understand either the 
Gospel or the forgiveness of sins. Protestantism knows how 
Christ won the forgiveness of sins on the cross, but has no 
idea how or where that forgiveness is to be handed out. Prot-
estantism doesn’t understand that the Gospel isn’t simply 
information about Jesus’ work to save sinners, but in fact 
offers and delivers it. 

The Gospel is the lively, living, breathing, Spirit-filled 
Word of Christ crucified and risen which the Holy Spirit 
places into our ears to create, renew, and sustain a living trust 
in Jesus. “Faith,” St. Paul reminds us, “comes by hearing the 
Word of Christ” – hearing, not sighing, praying, meditating, 
agonizing, or deciding, but hearing – and what’s heard is 
Christ’s forgiveness. That’s the genius of the Lutheran 
Reformation: the recognition that living out one’s Baptism is 
nothing other than daily confessing one’s sins so that we 
might be absolved and forgiven. As Luther bluntly puts it in 
the Large Catechism: “When I urge you to confession, I am 
simply urging you to be a Christian.” 

Luther understood that to be absolved is to be set free by 
the words of Christ. In the Old Testament, forgiveness was 
received when the blood of the sacrifice was sprinkled on the 
people. In the New Testament, however, it’s received when 
your ears are sprinkled with Jesus’ blood-stained words. Ho-
ly Absolution, then, is the key which unlocks the kingdom of 
heaven, unchains us from our sin, and sets us free us from 
fear. As Jesus said to Peter and to the whole Church: “What-
ever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and what-
ever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” You need 
not search frantically for these keys, because Christ has al-
ready located them in the Church and Her ministry. 

But confession isn’t something that comes naturally. It’s a 
skill you have to learn – and so the Catechism serves as our 
teacher, teaching us that first we must confess our sin, and 
then receive absolution. But before you can confess your sin, 
you need to know who you are. Are you a husband, wife, 
parent or child – a student, teacher, employer or employee? 
Whatever your vocation, this is where you serve God, and 
this is where you have sinned. As you examine your station 
in life you need to know where you’ve fallen short. You 
don’t start simply by saying you’ve sinned, for indeed, that’s 
a given. Nor do you play the blame game and confess the 
sins of others to justify yourself. No, you confess your sin 
and take responsibility for it. 

And confession properly takes place under the magnify-
ing lens of the Ten Commandments. Have you lied or cursed 
in God’s name? Have you neglected prayer, preaching, and 
the holy Sacrament? Have you slept during the sermon or 
grown bored with Church? Are you disrespectful to those 
whom God has placed over you – your parents, teachers, 
government, or pastor? Are you holding a grudge against 
someone, or withholding forgiveness? Are you a drunkard? 
Do you lust? Are you greedy for money or material gain? 
Have you stolen? Are you lazy? Do you cheat your employ-
er, employees or customers? Have you lied on your taxes? 
Do you gossip? Do you covet the house, possessions or 
standing of your neighbor? This is how the Ten Command-
ments are to be used as a diagnostic tool for confession. 



But none of us like having our sins diagnosed. Indeed, 
most of us treat sin as if it were a stray cat wandering in the 
backyard. We feed it, water it, and give it a place to sleep, 
and then wonder why we can’t get rid of it. In our clumsy 
attempt to hide from our guilt and shame, we stitch together 
flimsy fig leaves to cover our most shameful parts – and live 
our lives locked-up in fear of God and one other. But God 
doesn’t want us locked up in shame, guilt, or fear. He wants 
us fully exposed to the warm, bright light of His grace – to 
inhale deeply of the spring air of the resurrection – to be 
loosed from our sins, not wallow in them. He calls out to us, 
saying: “Where are you?” “Who are you?” “What have you 
done?” 

But before God can clothe us, He first has to strip away 
our fig leaves – and the first fig leaf to fall is the devil’s lie 
which says that if you don’t feel sorry enough for something, 
then you aren’t truly repentant – and can’t be forgiven until 
you stop sinning altogether. The truth, however, is that 
there’s no better way to deal with sin than to confess it and 
drown it in the death of Jesus. The second fig leaf that has to 
be stripped away is the false shame and humility which caus-
es us to think we wouldn’t want anyone in the Church – es-
pecially our pastor – to know what truly wretched sinners we 
are. We’re not ashamed to sin openly in full view of our all-
holy God, yet we’re too ashamed to say aloud what we’ve 
done before a fellow sinner for our own good. Deeds that 
might well bring us to the brink of destruction we do with 
impunity, yet we flee from saying those words which can 
bring us freedom, life, and salvation. 

The third fig leaf that has to fall is false religious security 
– the idea that because we’re already saved we have no fur-
ther use for God’s forgiveness – or because we were forgiven 
in Baptism or the Lord’s Supper we no longer need absolu-
tion. That kind of mentality doesn’t reflect the certainty of 
true faith, but rather a false security that tramples the very 
heart of the Gospel. Faith born of the forgiveness of sins 
hungers and thirsts for forgiveness. True faith must be fed 
and nourished by the forgiveness of sins. Refusal to seek it is 
unbelief. 

The fourth fig leaf is tiny, but it’s big enough to duck be-
hind. That fig leaf is mistrust. We simply don’t trust one an-
other with the terrible secret of our sins, because we know 
ourselves and how easily gossip falls from our lips. Here we 
have to remember that the pastor is bound by the solemn oath 
of Ordination never to repeat what has been said to him in 
Confession – even under threat of punishment. He is ac-
countable to the Lord as a steward of the mysteries of God. 
And as long as the Lord remains silent about our sin – and 
He will – so must the pastor remain silent, for he speaks in 
the stead and by the command of Christ. 

Just as you have to trust the doctor with an intimate 
knowledge of your body for him to make a sound diagnosis 
and apply the correct medication, so you must also trust the 

physician of your souls with your sins so that he might apply 
the Gospel’s healing balm to your wounds. Those who com-
plain most loudly about not having their needs met, often use 
confession the least. And while the Lord sends pastors 
among us to bind up what is broken in our bodies, in order 
for that to happen you first have to let him look at your x-
rays. This then, is the first work of Confession – that we con-
fess our sins. 

The second work is that we hear God’s absolution. 
Through the mouth of a man we hear God’s forgiveness ad-
dressed personally to us, “not doubting, but firmly believing 
our sins are thereby forgiven before God in heaven.” Lu-
ther’s brief order of confession gets right to the point when it 
directs the pastor to say: “Do you believe my forgiveness is 
God’s forgiveness?” – and then directs the faithful penitent 
to reply: “Yes.” This is not just some parallel forgiveness, as 
if the words spoken on earth are repeated “spiritually” in 
heaven. No, the words you hear are Christ’s words addressed 
to you, first person to second person. “I forgive you.” They 
come with the breath, Spirit, Word and authority of the One 
who hung on the cross to save you. 

God’s work of absolution doesn’t depend on your confes-
sion. God doesn’t mete out forgiveness based on how well or 
how much you confess. He forgives solely on the basis of the 
once-for-all Sacrifice of Jesus on the cross. He does it with 
his Spirit and Word. Therefore, when you’re absolved and 
rise from your knees, you must not blaspheme this Word by 
saying, “I don’t feel forgiven.” You are forgiven, whether 
you feel it or not, because Christ has declared it so. You are a 
sinner no longer, for He has become the sinner in your place 
– the thief, the murderer, the adulterer, the gossip, the cheat, 
the idolater, and the drunkard. You are now a sinless child of 
God, cleansed by his Word – as clean as on the day of your 
Baptism. If we truly believed that, we’d be busting down the 
doors of the Church, dragging pastors from their studies, and 
demanding in the name of Jesus Christ that they hear our 
confession and speak God’s gracious words of absolution 
into our ears. 

The Church would again be filled with the Spirited breath 
of Jesus. It would again be a place of lively interchange of 
the Law and Gospel, confession and absolution – or as Lu-
ther called it a “mouth-house for the forgiveness of sins.” 
God is not stingy in dishing out forgiveness. It’s we who are 
stingy in receiving it and putting it to use. God wants us 
filled to overflowing with forgiveness, so that it might flow 
over to those who are near us – with each of us confessing 
and absolving our sins to one another, instead of nursing 
grudges and gripes and divisions. There would be true peace 
among us – not the paltry peace of man-made programs, but 
the peace that flows from Christ’s wounds to us all, that 
peace which passes understanding, and keeps us, heart and 
mind in that one true faith in Christ Jesus. Amen. 

 


