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is. However, this commitment requires that our
sin, our not living a life in keeping with who God
is, be dealt with. God has done this through the
person and work of Jesus. However, sin remains
an ongoing problem in the life of the believer and
must be dealt with in an ongoing way. In what
ways does John encourage believers to deal with
the issue of ongoing sin?

Making Room for God by Confessing
Connecting:
45 minutes

(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a way
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work God
is doing in your lives.)
•
In what ways did God move in your life this week? In

•
•

what ways did you respond to him?

•

Is

What was your biggest challenge this week? In what
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us? (Graciously

•

According to John, what results are linked with
dealing with ongoing sin through confession? Do

thank group members for their honesty if they state
they have held back.)

we see these same results in the way we deal with
sin today? Why might this be the case?

Getting Started:

•

•

•

10 minutes

When you hear the word “confess,” what images
or ideas come to mind? Why might this be the
case?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•
•
•

Using the notes, talk about the nature of God’s
forgiveness.
Read 1 John 1.5-2.2 aloud. Pause. Read the
text once more, slowly.
John argues that God is morally upright (light)
and that to be in relationship with him requires
a commitment to a life in keeping with who God

this the way people in the Church today
deal with the issue of ongoing sin? Could you
elaborate?

•
•

What might confession look like in the modern
believer’s life? In the modern Church?
In what ways, if any, might worship provide an
appropriate environment for confession?
What, if anything, might keep people from
confessing in this manner?
Consider taking some time to worship. This might
include the singing of a song which rehearses
part of God’s story or the reading of Scripture.
Ponder God’s story and respond by first
admitting where your own stories are not in line
with God’s story (confession). Invite God into
these areas of your life for the purpose of having
him deal with them redemptively.

Context and Background
Forgiveness

The concept of forgiveness is central to the proclamation
of the gospel message (Acts 2.38), one of the supporting
pillars upon which the progressing Kingdom work of God
rests until all of creation is restored (Ephesians 1.7;
Colossians 1.13-14). Throughout Scripture, a number of
words are used to speak about forgiveness, but most have
ranges of meaning which overlap. The word for forgiveness
New Testament authors used most frequently has a range
of meanings which imply someone has let go or sent away

something or someone. When applied to sin, within many New

Testament contexts, the word indicates God’s dealing with
sin by passing over it or letting go of it; that is, God refuses
to retaliate in response to sin but chooses to look past the
wrong done to him for the purpose of restoring relationship
with the one who has sinned against him. This response of

God to sin by letting it go appears to be the central thread
associated with God’s forgiveness throughout Scripture
(Hosea 14.4; Psalm 103.12; Ephesians 4.32; Hebrews
10.17). Simply put, a fundamental part of God’s plan to
deal with the sinfulness of people is to pass over or let go

of their sin forever so that God and people can be reconciled

in their relationship. Jesus indicates that this forgiveness is

available without limits (Luke 17.4; Matthew 18.22), and
that such forgiveness is a necessary part of moving toward
the experience of a restored life in every imaginable way

(Mark 2.1-12).
No other religion teaches that God deals with sin by letting
it go in the way Scripture portrays God’s forgiveness.
However, to say that God’s unlimited forgiveness takes no
account of sin would be mistaken. God’s forgiveness takes
the consequences of sin very seriously, but God chooses to
bear these consequences himself so that he might look past
sin.

God’s forgiveness is based upon the sacrificial death

of Jesus through which God atoned for the sin of people

(Hebrew 9.11-10.18; 1 John 2.1-2). In and through the
death of Jesus, sin and its assault against God’s character
is covered or satisfied (1 John 2.1-2). Therefore, in God’s
sight, the wrongdoing no longer exists. So, people and
God can enjoy a reconciled relationship which leads to the
restoration of the life of the one who experiences God’s
forgiveness.

The Text

Matthew 6.12, 14-15: Forgive me as I forgive them

In his framework for prayer, Jesus encourages his followers
to offer prayers of confession. To confess means to bring
out into the open that which is hidden. That which is to be
confessed is nothing other than the debts (trespasses) of
people. Simply put, Jesus encourages people to admit where
they have crossed the line, straying outside the life God
intended for them. However, the purpose of this confession
is to experience the forgiveness of God; God’s passing over
the sin for the purpose of restoring the relationship with
people broken by their sin.

One might imagine God’s act of

forgiveness as God reaching over the sin to people as if the

sin did not exist. It is in a restored relationship with God that
one experiences the essential building block of a Kingdom life,

a life with God. Therefore, as Jesus presents it, confession is
about moving toward the experience of a Kingdom life, which
makes a way to experience a very real relationship with God.

However, Jesus ties the experience of God’s forgiveness found
through confession to one’s own forgiveness of others. One
might be tempted to understand Jesus’ words to indicate that
one must earn God’s forgiveness through similar acts of
forgiveness. However, this is not the context of the prayer
or the larger Sermon on the Mount. Jesus’ sermon is about
understanding and moving toward a life under God’s reign,
a Kingdom life. Part of this movement requires intentionally
pursuing God through spiritual practices/disciplines, making
room for God in one’s life (Matthew 6.1-18). When Jesus
described the spiritual practice of prayer, of which confession
is a part, he began with prayers of worship. Coming first,
the concept of prayers of worship is meant to dominate and
inform the rest of Jesus’ prayer framework. The person of

God is encouraged to rehearse God’s story for the purpose of
aligning his heart/life with who God is and what God is doing.
It is here that we find the context for Jesus’ statement about
extending forgiveness.
Forgiveness is part of God’s Kingdom movement, a necessary
pillar upon which people’s lives in his Kingdom rests. People
lost the experience of life in God’s Kingdom through their
sin. Therefore, a return to this life, in large part, rests upon
dealing with their sin. When Jesus speaks about forgiving
others, he does so in the context of a response to worship.
A person who has worshipped will step into the story of
God which involves forgiveness; that is, a person who has
worshipped will join God in his Kingdom act of worship.
When Jesus encourages his followers to pray that God would
forgive them as they have forgiven others, he is encouraging
them to understand that forgiveness is a reality of God’s
Kingdom movement, and as such, it can only be experienced

by those who have chosen to become part of God’s Kingdom
with their lives and not just their words.

Jesus returns to this idea after he finishes his framework
for prayer. He reiterates that people who have joined God
in the Kingdom act of forgiveness are those who experience
forgiveness. However, those who have not joined God in
the Kingdom act of forgiveness do not experience God’s
forgiveness. This is because to refuse to act in keeping with
God’s story is in fact to refuse to be part of what God is
doing. It is a failure to worship. When one refuses to be
part of what God is doing, they cannot experience what
God is doing. One might say that forgiveness can only be
experienced by those who are in the Kingdom, and those who
are in the Kingdom are those who have joined God in his
Kingdom work.

1 John 1.5-2.2: Confessing our sin
The letter of 1 John was written by the Apostle John in
response to a church schism. At some point, false teachers
(probably gnostic-oriented) found their way into this
congregation. A disagreement over the identity of Jesus
and what it meant to follow him arose with a portion of

the church choosing to leave, following the false teachers

on his character.

He was light to creation (John 1.9).
However, in creation terms, darkness stands in apposition to
light (order). Darkness is chaos or evil to lights goodness and
order. Thus, John claims that God is the one who is upright
and morally pure. This is the way in which God ordered the
world and is reordering the world.
To claim to have fellowship with this God who created and is
recreating the world is to claim to be part of God’s upright
ways. However, the proof of this claim is revealed in one’s
life. To live contrary to these ways (darkness) indicates that
a person has not truly aligned himself with God and what he
is doing in the world. Only people who live God’s creative
intentions which are in keeping with his character are those
who have fellowship with God, and this fellowship with God

is seen in fellowship among God’s people. This is John’s first
blow against those who left. By their breaking of fellowship,

choosing to go another way, these false teachers have revealed
they are not truly part of what God is doing. However, John

goes further. In raising God’s creative intentions which are

rooted in his character, John must also deal with the reason
necessitating
of

God’s

God’s

action of recreating—sin. To be part

intended life, one must have his sin dealt with.

(1 John 2.18-19). In response to this schism, many in this

John asserts that God has and does deal with sin through
the sacrificial death of Jesus, and he deals with it by fully

small community of faith began to worry that perhaps they

removing it from the life of the one who has aligned his life

had been on the wrong side of the schism. John wrote to
them, reaffirming the identity of Jesus and what it meant to
follow him in order to reassure the shattered congregation.

Part of the controversy with the false teachers involved the
reality of sin. Traditional gnostic teaching asserted that sin
could not or did not exist. This point was made various ways,
but all rested upon a strong dualistic understanding of the

person as spirit and flesh. If a person consisted of these
two parts and only the spirit mattered, then sin in the body
did not matter or was not (in some cases) possible. John

wrote to reaffirm that what believers did with their bodies
mattered, and that sin committed in the body was real and
must be dealt with by God.

John begins to deal with this issue by first rehearsing
God’s story. God is light and in him is no darkness. Light
and darkness can be used metaphorically in several ways,
but in light of John’s use of the terms in his Gospel, it is
best to understand him as referring back to God’s creative/
re-creative action. However, the immediate context involves
morality. Therefore, one should probably understand John
to be viewing creation through a moral lens. God created
and in so doing brought order to creation, an order based

with God’s own life.

However, some of the false teachers had claimed that people
had no sin in them; that is, that sin was not a reality. John’s
opponents made this claim based upon a spiritual approach
to following

God. Their “spirit” was

clean and could not

sin, but John argued their body was not. The reality was
that in their bodies, people lived contrary to God’s creative

intentions and character. This must be dealt with to be part

of God’s movement in the world. Dealing with sin involved

admitting one had sinned. Note that John does not go beyond
the statement of confession to statements involving remorse
or guilt. John simply encourages one to admit they are living
outside God’s creative order. Because God is fully devoted to

people and just in dealing with sin, God reaches past the sin
with forgiveness to restore relationship and deals with sin by

removing it from the life of the one who has confessed. In

some way, God completely removes sin from the relationship
and the person.

Other false teachers claimed that they had not sinned. These
teachers acknowledged sin but claimed not to have engaged in

it. John argues this is not true and that such a claim reveals an

absence of worship. This person has not heard and responded

to the very life I was made to live.

hear how one has sinned and is sinning. John does not wish

Real life with You:

to God’s word, his story. To hear God’s story (worship) is to
for people to sin but to be free from sin. However, sin is a

reality, one which God has dealt with through Jesus. In Jesus,

God has moved to take care of the realities sin brings about, a

movement intended to be for the whole world and not just the
members of the small community of faith.

Real life with Blake:
Jesus invites me to pray, and to pray by confessing where I am
out of place, living a life contrary to God’s Kingdom purposes
and ways. For most of my life as a follower of Jesus, I have
politely declined. I have had no interest in going to God and
listing off all the ways I have blown it and keep blowing it.
Maybe this is because my idea of confession has been something
like standing before God saying how sorry I am, how terribly
I have behaved, and promising to not do it again, but both God
and I know I am going to go and do it again. It feels pointless,
demeaning, a process meant to do nothing other than bring
more shame into an already shame-filled life.
However, the more I relax and ponder Jesus’ invitation rather
than rejecting it outright, the more I am convinced that what
I envision and what Jesus envisions are two very different
things. In my version of confession, the emphasis is on my
movement to apologize and correct, correct myself. In Jesus’
version of confession, the emphasis is on restoration and me
being corrected. If I hear Jesus rightly, then his promise is that
if I will acknowledge where I am out of place, then in response
God will work to remedy my “out-of-placeness.” Confession
isn’t about me feeling bad or making promises I can’t keep.
Confession is about inviting God into my life, into areas that
need his attention. Confession isn’t demeaning. It is meant to
be restorative.
I like Jesus’ version a whole lot better than mine. The only
trouble I have with it is living it. I can’t seem to figure out
how to not devolve into shame-based confession. Recently, I
have been paying more and more attention to Jesus’ linking of
worship with confession. In Jesus’ mind, people who worship
are people who situate themselves to confess. That makes
sense. The more I rehearse God’s story and respond to it, the
more I realize how out of place I am and how helpless I am
to do anything about it. So, my worship response becomes
confession. I admit my “out-of-placeness,” inviting God to
reorient and right my heart, my hands, my mouth, and my
mind. As part of my worship, confession need not devolve into
shame, but it can be filled with joy, joy in knowing I am moving

Confession feels awful. No one likes to admit we have blown
it. Yet, confession is a necessary part of the way we pray. In
prayer, we acknowledge the many ways we have blown it, the
various was we find ourselves out of place in God’s Kingdom.
Most often, we think of confession as a way of God reminding
us how terrible we are or some version of this story, but
confession has nothing to do with this story at all. Confession
is part of God’s story and that story is a story of restoration.
That means confession is about restoration. Confession is
not about feeling terrible. It is about moving from a terrible
place. It is about God moving us from a terrible place. In
confession, we recognize where we are and then we cry out
to God for help, for rescue. It is not unlike a drowning man
waving his arms and screaming, “Help me. I am over here.”
The first step in confession is recognizing where “here” is. This
takes worship. When we rehearse God’s story we hear who
God is and what God desires for us. When we consider God’s
story it is soon apparent where we are and are not aligned
with God’s story. It is those places of misalignment that we
must confess. Confession need not be hard or grief-ridden. It

need only be agreement, agreement that we are out of place,

and we tell God as much. In telling God where we are, we are
admitting that we are not God. We are not the ones who set

the course for what is right. We yield to his reign by asking
him to come to us and work in our lives so that we might be
where we are meant to be.

This is not a once and for all practice because we often find
ourselves in the same spot over and over again. Rather than
giving up, we keep confessing, keep agreeing that we find
ourselves once more out of place. In so doing, we keep inviting
God to deal with this part of our lives until we are in place
for good.
To confess in this way, consider making confession a part of
your acts of worship. For instance, when you read Scripture
or sing God’s story, take a moment to pause and ask if you are
aligned with God’s story. If you are not, tell God. Tell him
where you find yourself and agree that it is not where you are

meant to be. Ask God to deal with your “out-of-placeness.”

Repeat this practice every time you worship. As God’s story
works its way into you, so too will the practice of confession.
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