Spiritual Disciplines #10

“Good for the Soul”

various Scriptures


There is an old saying, “Confession is good for the soul.”


I disagree.


Not that I doubt that confession is beneficial; my problem is that the saying does not go far enough. I would say confession is essential for the soul.

John Stott quotes the head of a large English mental hospital as having said: “I could dismiss half my patients to​morrow if they could be assured of forgiveness.” Another states, “It has been authoritatively claimed that some 60 per cent [of patients in Scottish mental hospitals] are suffering in some degree from a guilt com​plex,” and he describes general practitioners who are “delayed in their work by the number of quite normal patients with an overflowing need to unburden their souls.” Men are crying out for forgiveness, and an assurance of it, for integration and release.

“That’s all well and good,” you might say, “but what does that have to do with confession?” There is a definite connection between confession and forgiveness. Again quoting Stott, “The confession of sin is a necessary condition of receiving the forgiveness of God.” 
 Or, referring to the episode in the Upper Room we considered last week, John MacArthur writes, “Feet that are not presented to Christ cannot be washed by Him.”
 
What Confession Is


Let’s begin by considering what confession is. Most often when we hear this word used today it means an admission of guilt. This is generally in agreement with the biblical usage, but the Scripture takes it another step further. The Woman’s Study Bible states:

The word “confession” is a combination of two Greek words, homos, meaning “same,” and leg meaning “to say.” In its truest form, confession is “to say the same” or “to agree.” Believers are called to say the same thing about sin God says—to see sin as God sees it. A theological understanding of confession includes both an acknowledgment of specific sins and a recognition that sin needs to be forgiven.


The key here is “to see sin as God sees it.” Confession as a spiritual discipline is not merely admitting that we have done something wrong. It is possible to admit that something has been done, and that we have in fact done it, but to excuse the action or blame it on someone else. (This is what secular psychology does all the time!) Warren Wiersbe points out,

Confession is not an alibi or an excuse; it’s naming the sin we committed and admitting before God that it was wrong. If we want to receive the Lord’s forgiveness and cleansing, we must be willing to take full responsibility for our actions.


We must confess that we have sinned by our own fault. Our sins cannot be called errors in judgment, nor is there any room to blame them on our genetics or environment or how we were raised. We are so prone to blame our sins on everybody and everything instead of taking personal responsibility for them, but in confession we own up to them.

Confession is not just a blanket admission that “nobody’s perfect.” In confession we must be prepared to deal with definite sins. A generalized confession may save us from humiliation and shame, but it will not ignite inner healing. It is far too easy to avoid our real guilt in a general confession.


Furthermore, confession should not be confused with regret or remorse. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 7:10, “Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation and leaves no regret, but worldly sorrow brings death.”  What is the difference between “godly sorrow” and “worldly sorrow”? Wiersbe answers:
We must correctly distinguish regret, remorse, and true repentance. Regret is an activity of the mind; whenever we remember what we’ve done, we ask ourselves, “Why did I do that?” Remorse includes both the heart and the mind, and we feel disgust and pain, but we don’t change our ways. But true repentance includes the mind, the heart, and the will. We change our mind about our sins and agree with what God says about them; we abhor ourselves because of what we have done; and we deliberately turn from our sin and turn to the Lord for His mercy. When Peter remembered his sin of denying Christ, he repented and sought pardon; when Judas remembered his sin of betraying Christ, he experienced only remorse, and he went out and hanged himself. If the sinner turns from his sins and turns to the Lord in faith, he will be forgiven.
 


Failure to distinguish between this “godly sorrow” and “worldly sorrow” may also account for a common experience of many Christians who go through repeated cycles of sin, guilt feelings, confession, temporary relief, and then more sin. Christian counselor Gary Collins explains,

For some, 1 John 1:9 has come to be used as a kind of psychological spot remover for emotional guilt, but there is no change. This is because the confession is based on a selfish motive that may not even be conscious—to get relief from guilt feelings. As soon as this relief is experienced, the person feels free to sin again and the cycle is repeated.
 
True confession means that we see sin as God does—we hate sin as God hates it. Do you think that language is too strong? Consider these Scriptures:

· “Let those who love the Lord hate evil” (Psalms 97:10)

· “To fear the Lord is to hate evil” (Proverbs 8:13)
· “Hate what is evil; cling to what is good” (Romans 12:9)
· “‘But you have this in your favor: You hate the practices of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate’” (Revelation 2:6).
True confession leads to repentance—a turning of the will away from sin and toward God. Mere emotion is not enough. 

Whom Confession Is To

Then there is the practical matter of to whom we should go to confess. I think Stott says it best, “Confession must be made to the person against whom we have sinned and from whom we need and desire to receive forgiveness.”
 He goes on to add,

If we apply this principle, we can immediately distin​guish between three different kinds of confession corres​ponding to three different kinds of sin. There is ‘secret confession’ to God because there are ‘secret sins’ committed against God alone. Next, there is ‘private con​fession’, because some of our sins are committed against man as well as God, a private individual, or two or three such, and must be confessed to the offended party. Thirdly, there is ‘public confession’, because some sins are committed against a group of people, a community or the whole local congregation, and must therefore be confessed publicly.

The first one to whom confession should be made, then, is to the Almighty. This is seen in 1 John 1:8-10,

If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. If we claim we have not sinned, we make him out to be a liar and his word has no place in our lives.

At the forefront of true confession is honesty. We must be honest with ourselves, honest with others, and honest with God. Wiersbe writes, 
Confession is not praying a lovely prayer, or making pious excuses, or trying to impress God and other Christians. True confession is naming sin—calling it by name what God calls it: envy, hatred, lust, deceit, or whatever it may be. Confession simply means being honest with ourselves and with God, and if others are involved, being honest with them too. It is more than admitting sin. It means judging sin and facing it squarely.
 

There is an alternative to confessing our sin before God. We can try to cover it up. Think about Adam and Eve after they had sinned. What did they do? They tried to hide themselves from the Lord among the trees of the garden. They tried to cover up their shame by sewing together fig leaves. Stott remarks, “It is all very well smiling at their naïveté; we too have our aprons of fig leaves, pathetic attempts to cover up, to conceal from God what we know ourselves to be.”
 Not only do we know what we are, but God knows what we are! How pathetic are our attempts to hide from God what He already knows!

The alternative between “covering” our sins and “con​fessing” them is set before us very clearly in Proverbs 28:13: “He who conceals his sins does not prosper, but whoever confesses and renounces them finds mercy.” I like Charles Stanley’s comment on this verse: “Sins left covered and in the dark retain their awful power over us, while sins exposed to the light of truth through confession lose their ability to keep us bound.”
 

One person in the Bible who discovered this awful truth was David. We read in Psalm 32:1-5,

Blessed is he whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered. Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord does not count against him and in whose spirit is no deceit. When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer. 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.

David could write of the blessings of forgiveness, but only after he had suffered the terrible times of trying to hide his sin. The guilt and the shame and the anxiety not only wore on him mentally and spiritually but physically as well. It was only when he admitted his guilt and confessed his sin, turning from it in repentance that he experienced the forgiving grace of God and the restoration of the peace that had been taken from him. Chuck Swindoll observes,

If you are harboring some sin—if you are keeping hidden a few secret regions of wrong—don’t expect to enjoy freedom from guilt, child of God. There is an unspoken axiom threaded through Scripture: secret sin cannot coexist with inner peace. Peace returns only when our sins are fully confessed and for​saken. Few grinds are more galling than the grind of an unforgiven conscience. It’s awful! And few joys are more relieving than having our sins forgiven. It’s wonderful!

The truth is, whatever sins we cover, God will uncover; what we uncover, God will cover.
 

Before we move on, though, one point should be taken from David’s experience. The actual confession of his sin is found in Psalm 51. We could spend all of our time this morning here, but I want to focus our attention on verse four: “Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight.” We might read that and think, “Now, wait a minute, David! You sinned against Bathsheba, against her husband Uriah (whom you murdered after you took his wife), and, to a degree, against the people of Israel. How can you say you have sinned only against God?” I don’t think he was trying to minimize his responsibility toward those other people, but he was making the point that all sin is first and foremost an offense against God. Therefore, all confession of sin must begin with an honest admission of guilt before the Almighty, and a sincere desire to turn from that sin in repentance.

Secondly, there must be confession to the affronted. Although all misdeeds are sins against God, some are sins against men as well; and when our sin has offended men as well as God, we must confess to them and seek forgiveness from them too.
 James writes in James 5:16, “Confess your faults one to another, and pray one for another, that ye may be healed.” Literally that verse can be translated, “Make it a habit to confess your sins to each other.”
 

Oh, this is a hard step indeed! We may find it much easier to confess our sins to God before we confess them to another person. Why? Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes,
The root of all sin is pride… Confession in the presence of a brother is the profoundest kind of humiliation. It hurts, it cuts a man down, it is a dreadful blow to pride. To stand there before a brother as a sinner is an ignominy that is almost unbear​able. In the confession of concrete sins the old man dies a painful, shameful death before the eyes of a brother. Be​cause this humiliation is so hard we continually scheme to evade confessing to a brother. Our eyes are so blinded that they no longer see the promise and the glory in such abase​ment.

Some of the most difficult words to say are, “I’m sorry” and “I was wrong.” There is nothing more humbling than that, and our human nature does not like such blows to our pride. But this step is essential. Christianity is in essence a religion of peace and of reconciliation. Therefore we must take seriously every situation in which fellowship is marred or broken.
 Jesus told His followers in Matthew 5:23-24,

Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift. 

Confession and reconciliation with our brother are placed before worship!


There is one word of caution, though, when it comes to confessing sins to one we have offended. In the words of Stott,

All sins, whether of thought, word, or deed, must be confessed to God, because He sees them all… But we need to remember that men do not share the omni​science of God. They hear our words and see our works; they cannot read our hidden thoughts. It is, therefore, social sins of word and deed which we must confess to our fellowmen, not the sinful thoughts we may have harbored about them. Some zealous believers, in their anxiety to be open and honest, go too far in this matter. To say ‘I’m sorry I was rude to you’ or ‘I’m sorry I showed off in front of you” is right; but not ‘I’m afraid I’ve had jealous thoughts about you all day’. Such a confession does not help; it only em​barrasses. If the sin remains secret in the mind and does not erupt into words or deeds, it must be confessed to God alone. It is true that, according to the teaching of Jesus, ‘whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her bath com​mitted adultery with her already in his heart’ (Matt. 5:28); but this is adultery in the sight of God and is to be confessed to Him, not to her. The rule is always that secret sins must be confessed secretly (to God), and private sins must be confessed privately (to the injured party).


Before we move on, I would like to consider a third opportunity for confession, and that is confession to an adviser. You may be dealing with guilt from past sins, or bondage to thoughts and deeds of the past that you just can’t seem to get past. It may be that you need the help of another person to get past those burdens and into the freedom and victory that is ours in Christ. I have been on both the giving and the receiving end in such relationships, and there is nothing like the breaking of that bondage to the feelings of guilt or the habits of sin.


Be careful when you choose such a one, though. He or she must be spiritually and socially mature: spiritually mature so that they are not overwhelmed by your sins or become judgmental of you; and socially mature enough to keep a confidence without telling your secrets to others.

Why Confession Is Vital


Finally we may ask, “Why is confession vital?” Confession is so crucial because sin is so corrosive. Sin separates us from God and destroys relationships with others. Sin also eats away at us from within, leaving us physically, emotionally, and spiritually drained, as David discovered.


Confession, like all the spiritual disciplines, brings freedom. While confessing the truth is often costly, it is a small price to pay for spir​itual freedom from guilt and despair. We must be brought to a place where we are weary of grieving God; we find freedom when fellowship with Him is more precious to us than our carefully hidden sin.
 Confession also brings freedom in our relationship with others, as we can experience the freedom from guilt toward them as well as the freedom from bitterness against those who have wronged us.


Of course, all confession of sin is based on what Christ did for us on the cross. Through His death we are offered forgiveness, and through confession we experience that forgiveness. Without the cross the Discipline of confession would be only psychologically therapeutic. But it is so much more. It involves an objective change in our relationship with God and a subjective change in us. It is a means of healing and transforming the inner spirit.


This is why I said at the outset that confession is so much more than good for the soul. It is essential for the soul.
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