“A Confession”

Nehemiah 1:1-11

September 20, 2009

Read Nehemiah 1:1-11.

Today is the second in our series of sermons looking at “Why Do We Do That?” The things we do in worship are significant in describing who we are and what we believe. The idea of this series is to equip you to explain to a non-church person why we do the things we do in worship. The first element of worship we considered was the call to worship. In the call to worship, we exhort one another to remember God, to come together as a community to celebrate the blessings God has given us. 

Today, we are looking at confession. Frankly, this one marks us as being different than many American congregations these days. Confession is too personal, to scary, and too guilt-inducing for many in the more contemporary, seeker-sensitive services. To those of us in the Reformed tradition – that is, people like Presbyterians – confession is an essential element of worship. 

1. Why do we confess? Sin. What is sin? Sin is rebellion against God; sin is breaking God’s commandments, not being faithful to the covenant God has established, or trying to act as if we know better than God. Sin is doing something we know we ought not to do (the good traditional way of saying that we are doing something we should not) and it also is not doing the things we should. 

Every now and then, I will hear someone pose the hypothetical, “What about those people in deep dark Africa who have never heard of God or heard of Jesus, are they held accountable for sin, too?” The answer is “Yes.” Even those people in deep dark Africa (or wherever) who have never heard of God or heard of Jesus are held accountable for sin, too. By the way, this also rules out willful ignorance. God has revealed His will and commands for us – we call it Scripture – and it is up to each person to dig in and learn God’s ways. How God handles sin is consistent, and yet it remains a mystery. It is one of the ways God’s thoughts are higher than our thoughts.

The original sin the Bible presents is Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. Eve listens to the serpent’s temptation: “You will not die; for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” Eve ate, gave it to Adam who was with her and ate it, too. As a result of their new-found – albeit limited – knowledge of good and evil, the man and woman hid themselves from God. Their disobedience was discovered, death did result, and God’s plan for redemption was set in motion. 

We read Nehemiah this morning because it is a further manifestation of disobedience to God. Nehemiah was cupbearer to the king; just not a king of Israel. The book of Nehemiah is written at a time when Israel was in captivity. They had been delivered from slavery in Egypt, they had wandered through the desert, they had come into the Promised Land and conquered it (all by the power of God’s hand) and then promptly forgot. They adopted the ways and gods of the people they had conquered. For a series of generations they were ruled by judges; yet as the concluding line of the book of Judges says, “In those days there was no king in Israel; all the people did what was right in their own eyes.”  Do not miss the tragic irony of that sentence: Israel’s sovereign was God; instead of celebrating that relationship, they wanted to be like all the other nations. 

Getting a king was not the end of the story. Saul started well, then fizzled. King David came in triumph and finished in scandal. Solomon was wise but not able to establish a unified kingdom for the next generation. By the time of Nehemiah, the kingdom had split, the people worshiped God (and other gods) in ways that were pleasing to them, they ignored the prophets, and God effected judgment against them. The Northern Kingdom was conquered, its people taken away, and it was never more to be established. The Southern Kingdom was conquered later – and it is during this captivity that Nehemiah wrote in his position as cupbearer to the king. 

Look again at Nehemiah 1. There is the report of the destruction of Jerusalem. Nehemiah weeps, mourns, fasts and prays. After beseeching God to hear his prayer, he begins with the stark statement that he is “confessing the sins of the people of Israel, which we have sinned against you. Both I and my family have sinned. We have offended you deeply, failing to keep the commandments, the statutes, and the ordinances that you commanded your servant Moses.”

Those are not magic words. In today’s parlance it was a “Come to Jesus” moment when all pretense is stripped away, all rationalizations are abandoned, and the harsh reality of the consequence of behavior were square in his attention. 

Why do we confess? Sin.
2. Confession is necessary for individuals and for communities. Confession is an act of remembering who we are, who God is, and how we stand in our relationship with God.

I need to confess in order to remember that I am commanded to love God. That’s not a Hallmark card kind of love; it is a life patterned and disciplined to conform to God’s will. In the New Testament, 1 John is remarkably clear in pointing out how our confession is necessary to our relationship with God. “If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness. If we say that we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us. My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin.” (1 John 1:8-2:1).

When we fail to confess, our hearts get hard. What that means is that we begin to think and act as if our sin does not matter – either to God or to us. Jonathan Edwards preached one of the most famous sermons in American history entitled, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.” His text was half of one verse, Deuteronomy 32:35 that talks about the folly of a hardened heart. His premise is simply stated, “There is nothing that keeps wicked men, at any one moment, out of hell, but the mere pleasure of God.” He went on to say this:

VIII. Natural men's prudence and care to preserve their own lives, or the care of others to preserve them, don't secure 'em a moment. … There is this clear evidence that men's own wisdom is no security to them from death: that if it were otherwise we should see some difference between the wise and politic men of the world, and others, with regard to their liableness to early and unexpected death; but how is it in fact? Ecclesiastes 2:16, "How dieth the wise man? as the fool."
IX. All wicked men's pains and contrivance they use to escape hell, while they continue to reject Christ, and so remain wicked men, don't secure 'em from hell one moment. Almost every natural man that hears of hell, flatters himself that he shall escape it; he depends upon himself for his own security; he flatters himself in what he has done, in what he is now doing, or what he intends to do; everyone lays out matters in his own mind how he shall avoid damnation, and flatters himself that he contrives well for himself, and that his schemes won't fail. They hear indeed that there are but few saved, and that the bigger part of men that have died heretofore are gone to hell; but each one imagines that he lays out matters better for his own escape than others have done: he don't intend to come to that place of torment; he says within himself, that he intends to take care that shall be effectual, and to order matters so for himself as not to fail.

But the foolish children of men do miserably delude themselves in their own schemes, and in their confidence in their own strength and wisdom; they trust to nothing but a shadow. The bigger part of those that heretofore have lived under the same means of grace, and are now dead, are undoubtedly gone to hell: and it was not because they were not as wise as those that are now alive; it was not because they did not lay out matters as well for themselves to secure their own escape. If it were so, that we could come to speak with them, and could inquire of them, one by one, whether they expected when alive, and when they used to hear about hell, ever to be the subjects of that misery, we doubtless should hear one and another reply, "No, I never intended to come here; I had laid out matters otherwise in my mind; I thought I should contrive well for myself; I thought my scheme good; I intended to take effectual care; but it came upon me unexpected; I did not look for it at that time, and in that manner; it came as a thief; death outwitted me; God's wrath was too quick for me; O my cursed foolishness! I was flattering myself, and pleasing myself with vain dreams of what I would do hereafter, and when I was saying, ‘Peace and safety,’ then sudden destruction came upon me" [1 Thessalonians 5:3].

X. God has laid himself under no obligation by any promise to keep any natural man out of hell one moment. God certainly has made no promises either of eternal life, or of any deliverance or preservation from eternal death, but what are contained in the covenant of grace, the promises that are given in Christ, in whom all the promises are yea and amen.
We delude ourselves thinking God will love us no matter what we do. I pulled this off Facebook this morning, “Steven's soccer game; Steven's baseball game; Brian's soccer game....no time for anything else to day....enjoy the beautiful day!” “O my cursed foolishness! I was flattering myself, and pleasing myself with vain dreams of what I would do hereafter, and when I was saying, ‘Peace and safety,’ then sudden destruction came upon me.”

Friends, God is holy and pure and absolutely sovereign. He will not tolerate any sin, rebellion, or refusal to abide by His command in His perfect kingdom. Confession is our awareness of the areas we need to conform to His will. 

We confess as an act of remembering who we are, who God is, and how we stand in our relationship with God.

3. We need to confess in order to remember how we are commanded to love one another.

Abby came home the other day with a story about one of her friends from last year’s class. Her friend had to stay in the classroom with the rest of the kids because someone had written a nasty note to another student. No one was fessing up; so they all had to stay inside. Now, Abby’s comment was, “That’s not fair.” Her friends were sitting on the other side of the room. However, the reality is that we are responsible for holding each other accountable and God does hold our community accountable. 

In the Old Testament, we read the story of how the Israelite army lost an early battle because one guy had been disobedient.  In Joshua 6, we read about the battle of Jericho – you know, when the walls came a tumblin’ down – which is a remarkable story of God’s provision and sovereignty over events. Joshua 7 begins with this statement, “But the Israelites broke faith in regard to the devoted things: Achan son of Carmi son of Zabdi son of Zerah, of the tribe of Judah, took some of the devoted things; and the anger of the LORD burned against the Israelites.” Note: one guy took the stuff, but God is mad at all of Israel. So, what happens? The Israelites went to battle against the city of Ai and lost. Joshua is disheartened. God is unsympathetic. “The LORD said to Joshua, ‘Stand up! Why have you fallen on your face? Israel has sinned; they have transgressed my covenant that I imposed on them.”  If God seems to be harsh here, look closer. “They have become a thing devoted for destruction themselves. I will be with you no more, unless you destroy the devoted things from among you.”

By permitting one person to defy God the people were marked as devoted for destruction. By overlooking our culture’s defiance of God – “oh, that’s their business; that’s not me; even so, I have no right to get involved” – we deny our responsibilities to love our neighbor as ourselves. 

In Matthew 25, do you realize that the Son of Man will be separating nations – that is, peoples – from each other as the shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. As a people they will ask, “When did we see you hungry and give you food, thirsty and gave you something to drink, a stranger and welcomed you, naked and gave you clothing, sick and took care of you, in prison and visited you?”

Contrast that with an ethos that was shocking at the time, but has become more prophetic as we have seen it played out. From the movie Wall Street, an insider trader makes this statement at a shareholder’s meeting, “The point is, ladies and gentleman, that greed -- for lack of a better word -- is good. Greed is right. Greed works. Greed clarifies, cuts through, and captures the essence of the evolutionary spirit. Greed, in all of its forms -- greed for life, for money, for love, knowledge -- has marked the upward surge of mankind.” Really? “When did we see you…?”

This is the reason we do corporate prayers of confession. Whether led by the liturgist or read by the congregation, we confess our sins as a people. We are responsible for how we act as a community. We cannot simply check out and say that what “they” do is not important, does not effect me, and I cannot be held accountable for it. I remember growing up and reading these in worship thinking, “I didn’t do this stuff; why should I confess it?” Scripture is clear that it does matter how the larger community – as a whole – acts. We confess as a community because we have sinned as a community. 

We confess in order to remember how we are commanded to love one another.

4. Confession evidences a desire to change.

Faithful confession involves repentance. The two are not identical – we all have heard testimonies where people seem more proud of the sins there are confessing than describing God’s transforming grace in saving them. Faithful confession involves repentance, evidence of a desire to change. 

In Jesus’ story about the Pharisee and the tax collector, the tax collector beat his chest, wept, and declared his sin before God. It was not an act, there was nothing magic in his posture; rather, it was a deeply core conviction of his need for God’s mercy in light of his sin. We do not get any follow up on his behavior other than Jesus’ reflection, “I tell you, this man went down to his home justified rather than the other; for all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted.”

But just as a community can be devoted to destruction for the acts of an individual, so also an individual can stand in the presence of the LORD confessing and interceding on the people’s behalf. Confession involves more than just reciting words. It is more than a hollow recitation of shortcomings. Confession evidences a desire to change. For his people Nehemiah wept, mourned for days, fasted, and prayed. It was that serious; it was a deeply core conviction. After his prayer, took steps of faith on behalf of the people of Israel to rebuild the relationship with God and to rebuild the city of Jerusalem. 

We confess because we desire to change. Even with the desire to change, we need God’s help.

5. Confession takes place with the assurance of pardon, knowing the cost paid for that pardon.

Nehemiah reminded God of God’s promises to Moses, “But if you return to me and keep my commandments and do them, though your outcasts are under the farthest skies, I will gather them from there and bring them to the place at which I have chosen to establish my name.” Remembering 1 John, “If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” 

Friends, this is the gospel. This is the good news. We are not left in bondage to sin, we are not devoted to destruction, death no longer has victory over us because “in Jesus Christ, we are forgiven.” Christ has taken on the cost of our sin in his own body. Christ’s blood has washed us clean, restoring us to our status as children of God and people of the covenant. In Christ’s resurrection, we have the assured hope of eternal life. We confess because we know the one to whom we confess is faithful and true, his steadfast love endures forever. We confess because we are not capable of being righteous on our own; we confess because we need Jesus in order to be made righteous before the eternal, holy, sovereign God. 

Conclusion
We confess because of sin. We each have sinned individually; we have sinned collectively. We have not loved God with all our heart, soul, mind and strength; and we have not loved our neighbor as ourselves. We confess because we need to confess – we need to recognize and repent of the ways in which we have not been conformed to God’s perfect and holy will. We need to confess in order to remember our need for a savior. “Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord.”

When we turn from our sins and trust in God’s mercy through his Son Jesus Christ, we are assured of the good news of the gospel: In Jesus Christ, we are forgiven. Amen.

That’s why we confess.  

8:30 Prayer, invitation to offering

10:00 Invitation to offering
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