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CONFESSION 
John 20:19-23 

Fourth Wednesday in Lent 

March 10, 2020 

Trinity Free Lutheran Church, Grand Forks, ND 

The gospel lesson is from The Gospel According to John, chapter 20, verses 19 through 23. 

Here Jesus commands his Church to announce the greatest news ever. Please stand as you are 

able for the Gospel. From John 20, beginning at verse 19, we read in Jesus’ name. 

19 On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the doors being locked where the 

disciples were for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said to them, 

“Peace be with you.” 20 When he had said this, he showed them his hands and his side. 

Then the disciples were glad when they saw the Lord. 21 Jesus said to them again, “Peace 

be with you. As the Father has sent me, even so I am sending you.” 22 And when he had 

said this, he breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. 23 If you 

forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you withhold forgiveness from any, it is 

withheld.” 

Father, these are your words. Sanctify us in the truth. Your Word is truth. Amen. 

You may be seated. 

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 
There are three little words that are at the foundation of every healthy relationship. Do you 

know what they are? I … was … wrong. Maybe you thought I was going to say something else. 

That’s okay. Those three words are important too. But tonight we’re talking about confession, 

and especially confession before God. 

Confession must be about the hardest thing to do. And I’m talking about real confession, not 

the phony apologies that roll off our tongues so easily. I’m sure you’ve heard some of these. 

Maybe you’ve used some of them. 

There’s the celebrity apology. Politicians use it too. They say, “I’m sorry if anyone was hurt 

by my actions.” Nope. Try again. You’re apologizing because someone was hurt by your actions. 

Drop the “if.” The celebrity apology also often contains the next two phony apologies within it. 

There’s the, “Blame the other person’s feelings apology.” It’s when you say, “I’m sorry you 

feel that way.” This might be the worst one, because it accepts no blame, and it actually blames 

the offense on the other person’s fragile emotions. Imagine doing this with God. Almighty God, 

our maker and redeemer, I understand you are offended by my violations of your 

commandments. I’m sorry you feel that way. That won’t fly. 

Then there’s the “I’m really a good person” apology. Kids use this a lot. Adults do too. But 

we learn it and get used to it as children. They say, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 

Sometimes this is true. The injury caused may be a complete accident. In such cases, I think this 

apology is okay. But then we learn that sometimes this apology actually works; it gets us off the 

hook. So we overuse it. We may use it when it’s a complete lie. Or we may use it when the 

injury we cause is the collateral damage of some other sin. A child may push another child, not 

because he wants to hurt her, but because he doesn’t want to share his Legos. Then the little girl, 

let’s call her Lydia, falls over and starts to cry. So the boy says, “I’m sorry Lydia, I didn’t mean 

to hurt you.” Okay. That’s true. You didn’t mean to hurt her. But you were being bad, and being 

bad caused her to get hurt. I think this one might be the most common phony apology. We do 
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something bad, then it blows up in our faces, so we announce that this blow up was not our 

intention. Well of course it wasn’t. We intended to do the bad thing and get away with it. We 

might as well be more honest and just say, “I’m sorry I got caught.” 

One more phony apology. This might be my personal favorite. I don’t have a name for it. But 

someone once said, “It takes a big man to admit when he was wrong … and I am that big man” 

(Michael Scott). 

All of these phony apologies have something in common: they’re holding back. They don’t 

own the guilt. We fear punishment and retribution, so we avoid admitting anything that can be 

used against us. And we do this because we know we’re wrong. If we weren’t wrong, we would 

have no fear admitting exactly what we did and why we did it. But we know we’re wrong, and 

that makes us vulnerable, so we hold it back. 

Don’t hold it back, especially with the people who are closest to you, and most especially 

with God. We sin most against the people who are closest to us. That’s simply the nature of 

relationships. The person we sin against the most, or I should really say, the three persons we sin 

against the most, are the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Every sin is a violation of God’s 

commandments. But after that, look at the people around you. These are the people we sin 

against the most. If you are married, you sin most against your spouse. If you have children, they 

become next in line. If you are a child, you sin most against your parents, because most of the 

bad things you do are violations of what they taught you. Next most would probably be your 

siblings. If you have a job, your employer is pretty high on the list, followed by your coworkers. 

If you’re a student, you sin against your teachers and your classmates. Also on the list are your 

friends, neighbors, and fellow church members. How much you sin against a person really just 

depends on how close you are to them. And so the closer you are to a person, the more important 

these three words become: I … was … wrong. Don’t hold back. Don’t defend. Confess. 

And maybe this is the difference between an apology and a confession. Literally, an apology 

is a defense. But confession leaves us defenseless. So confession is about the hardest thing to do, 

because it’s a betrayal of yourself. Confession holds nothing back. It leaves nothing to hold onto. 

You betray yourself and leave yourself at the mercy of the person you wronged. This is a fearful 

thing. What if they make you pay for everything you confess? So be it. That would be just. But, 

at least in my experience, that rarely happens. When I’ve truly confessed, put it all out there, the 

other person has been merciful to me. I can’t guarantee that will always be the case. The other 

person might make you pay, and you’ll have to accept that. But whether they make you pay, or 

whether they forgive you, confession is the right thing to do. 

 
With man, the response is always unknown. But God leaves no mystery. And this is really a 

marvelous thing. When God invites us to confess our sins, he tells us exactly what his answer 

will be. I don’t think humans do this, at least not very often. We’re more like, “You’ll see what 

my response is after you confess.” God doesn’t do that. He promises to forgive us when he 

invites us to confession. In the prophet Isaiah it’s,  

 “Come now, let us reason together, says the LORD:  

 though your sins are like scarlet,  

they shall be white as snow; 

 though they are red like crimson,  

they shall become like wool” (Is. 1:18). 

That’s like a wise and gracious parent sitting a child down. And the parent knows exactly 

what the kid did. And the kid is scared, but the parent’s only desire is to forgive the kid. The 
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parent wants the kid to be freed from guilt and fear. They want the kid to experience forgiveness. 

So they hug the child and say, “It’s going to be okay. Tell me what happened.” The LORD says, 

“Come now, let us reason together, I will forgive you.” 

In 1 John it’s, “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If 

we confess our sins, [God] is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 

unrighteousness” (1 John 1:8-9). That’s marvelous! God leaves no mystery. He promises to 

forgive. 

God’s greatest desire is to forgive our sins. This is God’s will for you. God loves nothing 

more than to forgive. Even more than keeping his commandments, and God does desire for us to 

keep his commandments, God’s desire is to forgive. So he tells us what the outcome will be 

before we even confess. 

 
Before God, there are two aspects of our confession. We confess our nature, and we confess 

our actions. Before other people, we typically just confess our actions. But before God, we also 

confess our nature, because our nature is contrary to the way God designed us to be, and our 

sinful actions flow from this sinful nature. You remember those three little words, “I … was … 

wrong?” Before God, our confession begins slightly differently. We confess, “I … am … 

wrong.” Or to put it in more formal terms, “We are by nature sinful and unclean.” We confess 

that we are not the way we are supposed to be. 

Then we confess our actions. This is the “I was wrong” part. But we even want to adjust that 

a little bit when we confess before God. Instead of saying, “I was wrong,” we should say, “I have 

done wrong.” Do you see the difference? When we say, “I was wrong,” that means there was a 

moment in the past when we did wrong. Usually we have something very specific in mind. And 

when something specific comes to mind, we should absolutely confess it before God, but we 

should not limit our confession to one specific sin. When we say, “I have done wrong,” we 

confess that we were continually doing wrong, and have continued to do wrong, right up to the 

present moment. Instead of, “I was wrong,” we confess, “I have done wrong.” Or to put it in 

more formal terms, “We have sinned against you in thought, word, and deed.” 

So before God we confess both our nature and our actions, “I am wrong,” and, “I have done 

wrong.” It’s essential for us to recognize both of these. If we ignore one or the other, we will fail 

to recognize the importance of God’s forgiveness. If we deemphasize the sinful nature, and we 

think of our sins merely as the bad things we do, then we will drift into thinking that all we need 

to do is correct our behavior. The confession of the sinful nature reminds us that we can’t 

actually do that. It won’t work. We are guilty by nature. On the other hand, if we deemphasize 

our actual sins, and blame everything on the sinful nature, then we will drift into thinking that 

we’re not really guilty for the bad things we did. God can’t really be mad at me, because I 

couldn’t help it. This also diminishes the necessity of God’s forgiveness. The confession of our 

sinful actions reminds us that we actually did those bad things, and we are guilty for them. We 

must confess both aspects of our sin. We are wrong, and we have done wrong. 

This is a complete betrayal of self. It leaves nothing for us to hold onto. Our only hope is 

God’s infinite mercy. And, as God promised, he forgives. 

 
This would be a good point to define forgiveness. In Scripture, forgiveness means suffering 

the consequences for someone else’s bad action. In today’s culture, we tend to think of 

forgiveness as not being mad at someone anymore. And that’s not totally off base, but 

forgiveness isn’t really about our emotions. It’s more external than that. You can remain hurt by 
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someone, and also forgive them. Forgiveness means you don’t hold them responsible for your 

hurt. You don’t make them pay for what they did. You don’t let your hurt cause you to speak 

harshly toward them. Forgiveness means suffering the consequences for someone else’s bad 

actions. It may actually hurt you more to forgive them. 

One of the best Scriptural examples of this is the parable of the unforgiving servant (Matt. 

18:21-35), specifically the part where the king forgave the enormous debt of one of his servants. 

The king did not say, “I’m not mad at you anymore, but you still have to pay me back.” No; 

forgiveness meant that he cancelled the debt. In order to forgive the servant, the king had to 

accept the injury. In this case, it was financial. Everything that servant owed him, the king took 

as a loss. He had a right to every penny. But forgiveness meant that he accepted the injury. 

And, of course, the primary manifestation of forgiveness is Jesus on the cross. That is where 

Jesus suffered the consequences for who we are and for what we have done. For God to forgive 

us does not simply mean that he says, “Okay, I’m not mad anymore.” That would not be just. 

And it wouldn’t actually save us. In order to loose the power of death, sin must be atoned for. 

Death is the natural consequence of sin. If God simply said, “I’m not mad anymore,” but didn’t 

do anything to deal with our sin, we would still die, and we would stay dead. Forgiveness means 

that God suffers death for us. Jesus suffers the consequences of who we are and what we have 

done. That’s what the cross is. It’s Jesus suffering in our place so that we might be forgiven. 

 
And once sin is paid for, the matter that remains is the announcement of forgiveness. The 

technical term for this is “absolution.” That’s what this gospel reading from John 20 is all about. 

It takes place on the evening after Jesus’ resurrection. Jesus appeared to them and said, 

“Peace be with you” (20:19). This was an absolution. The eleven had all abandoned Jesus three 

nights earlier when he was arrested. According to Jesus’ own words, they all “fell away” (Matt. 

26:31; Mark 14:27). Peter had gone so far as to deny that he even knew Jesus (Matt. 26:74; Mark 

14:71; Luke 22:57). They had grievously sinned against Jesus. So the first words out of Jesus’ 

mouth are an absolution, “Peace be with you.” He is back from the dead, not to exact vengeance 

on those who abandoned him, but to forgive them. 

Then he shows them his hands and his side. The hands are where the nails pierced him, and 

his side is where the spear punctured him. So these wounds prove two things to the disciples. 

First, they prove that this is really Jesus, who was crucified and is now raised from the dead. 

Second, they prove that he has the authority to forgive their sins, all of them. These are the 

wounds that Jesus suffered as the consequence for every sin of every man, woman, and child. So 

the holes that remain in Jesus’ hands and side prove that he has paid for their sins and has 

authority to speak this absolution. So he says it again, “Peace be with you.” 

Then he breathes the Holy Spirit upon them (20:22), and he authorizes them to speak this 

same word of forgiveness: “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you 

withhold forgiveness from any, it is withheld” (20:23). 

This is the ministry of Christ’s Church. This passage, along with a similar statement Jesus 

makes in Matthew 16(:19), and again in Matthew 18(:18), is the biblical basis for the Church’s 

practice of confession and absolution. 

 
I suspect that, somewhere, an eyebrow went up a little bit when we read the Small 

Catechism’s explanation of confession, especially the part about receiving “absolution or 

forgiveness from the pastor as from God himself.” 
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I grew up with a worship service where we had the confession of sin, the same one we use 

here, followed by the Kyrie, just like we sing here, but then, instead of an absolution, we just 

moved on to another prayer or the Scripture readings. That’s the way the hymnal was. I’m sure 

many of you grew up with the same service, so you know what I’m talking about. That’s how the 

AFLC was back then. And this is a rare thing in Lutheran services, but for a long time we 

ignored the Small Catechism’s teaching on confession. That is, “Confession consists of two 

parts: the one is that we confess our sins; the other is that we receive absolution.” 

But I grew up without the absolution. I confessed my sins, and then I was left hanging. There 

was no definitive word. And I learned from this the thing that I think the designers of the service 

intended me to learn. And that is, only God can forgive sins. And that’s true, except we need to 

add to that statement, “And those whom Jesus commands to announce that forgiveness.” That’s 

what the absolution is. It is the announcement of the forgiveness Jesus accomplished at the cross. 

And we announce it because Jesus commands us to announce it. 

When I first heard the absolution in a worship service, I was actually offended. I thought, 

Who are you to tell me I’m forgiven‽ I thought that, at most, a pastor could say something like, 

“If you are truly sorry for your sins, and if you truly believe in Jesus, then God forgives you.” 

The operative word in that not-quite-absolution is “if;” it makes everything depend on the person 

confessing their sins. But that’s not what Jesus commands his Church to do when he says, “If 

you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them.” The heart of the matter is Jesus’ command. 

When we speak the absolution, we are doing what Jesus commanded his Church to do. It doesn’t 

mean the pastor forgives sins in the sense that he suffers the consequences for our sins. I’m really 

glad that’s not the case, because you all are pretty bad sinners, and I think suffering for your sins 

would hurt. Jesus suffered the consequences for all our sins, and he wants his forgiveness to be 

announced. The pastor simply announces that forgiveness on behalf of Christ. 

If we leave out the absolution, or if we water it down to the point where it’s dependent on the 

person instead of the promise of God, we force the confessor to internalize forgiveness. If no one 

tells me I am forgiven, then I have to figure it out for myself. So we end up absolving ourselves. 

… Or maybe we don’t. Maybe we search for the answer within ourselves, and all we find is sin 

and doubt. And we conclude from that sin and doubt that we are not really saved. That’s the 

wrong answer. That sin and doubt needs to be absolved, not believed. The Word of God must be 

believed, and that is why there is an absolution. 

So whether or not we proclaim the absolution is not really the difference between God 

forgiving us and the pastor forgiving us. It is always God who forgives. It’s really a difference 

between who is authorized to tell us we are forgiven, and on what basis. Do we absolve 

ourselves based on what we find in our hearts? Or does someone else absolve us based on the 

command of Christ? That’s the issue. When the pastor absolves you, whether that pastor is me, 

or some other pastor, those are not really the pastor’s words. It doesn’t even need to be a pastor; 

any Christian can do this. When the words of absolution are spoken, those are Christ’s words, 

because Jesus commanded them to be spoken. This is the heart of the matter, so pay attention to 

this. When Jesus commands his Church to forgive sins, and then the Church forgives sins, whose 

words are those? Are they the Church’s words? Are they the pastor’s words? Or are they Christ’s 

words? They are Christ’s words, because he commanded them to be spoken. So those words are 

not to be doubted. 

 
If particular sins trouble you, I invite you to come for private confession. You can name any 

sins that trouble you. You can be as general or specific as you wish. If you’re not quite sure what 
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to say, I’ll give you an order of confession to follow. Use it if you want to. I will listen as you 

confess your sins to God, and I will declare the forgiveness Christ has commanded. Even if I 

think your sins are too horrible to forgive, which I probably won’t, but even if I do, I am bound 

to Christ’s command. I will declare the forgiveness Christ has commanded. And I will not hold 

your sins against you, because I cannot hold against you what Jesus has forgiven. And we will, 

of course, continue this practice together every Sunday. 

 
Confess your sins. Do not hold back. Do not defend yourself. Jesus Christ is your defender 

and forgiver. He has suffered the consequences for your sin. He has suffered the consequences 

for who you are and for what you have done. And he has commanded forgiveness to be 

announced. According to Christ’s promise, these words are not to be doubted: 

Almighty God, our heavenly Father, has had mercy upon you and has given His only Son 

to die for you, and for His sake forgives you all your sins. By the authority of God’s 

Word, I declare to you the gracious forgiveness of all your sins in the name of the Father 

and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 
Now may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, guard your hearts and minds in 

Christ Jesus (Phil. 4:7). Amen. 


