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Definition:  
Confession is the practice of admitting, primarily to God and secondarily to people, 
specific sinful attitudes and actions. 

Consider Scripture:  
    I John 1:8-10, James 5:16, Acts 19:14-19, Psalm 32:1-5  

Ponder our passage today: Nehemiah 9:1-38. 

What insights do you glean from this text? Think through the role confession played to 
unite the people and to restore intimacy with the Lord. How have you experienced that to 
be true whenever you have confessed?  

Insights from Gordon MacDonald:  
(The) spiritual discipline (of confession) calls for a regular acknowledgement of our 
true nature and the specific acts and attitudes of the recent past that have not been 
pleasurable to God as He has sought our fellowship and our obedience . . . . When I 
first began to follow Christ seriously, He pointed out many major behavior and 
attitude patterns that, like boulders, had to be removed. And as the years went by, 
many of those great big boulders did indeed get removed. But when they began to 
disappear, I discovered a whole new layer of action and attitude in my life that I had 
not previously seen. But Christ saw them and rebuked them one by one. The removal 
process began again. Then I reached that point in my Christian life where Christ and 
I were dealing with stones and pebbles. They are too numerous to imagine, and as far 
as I can see, for the rest of my days on earth I will be working with the many stones 
and pebbles in my life. Every day at spiritual discipline time, there is likely to be a 
new stab at the clearing process.”  1

Insight from Richard Foster:  
Confession is a difficult Discipline for us because we all too often view the believing 
community as a fellowship of saints before we see it as a fellowship of sinners. We 
feel that everyone else has advanced so far into holiness that we are isolated and 
alone in our sin. We cannot bear to reveal our failures and shortcomings to others. We 
imagine that we are the only ones who have not stepped onto the high road to heaven. 
Therefore, we hide ourselves from one another and live in veiled lies and hypocrisy.  2

 (Gordon MacDonald, Ordering Your Private World, pp. 152-153).1

 (Richard Foster, Celebration of Discipline, p. 145.)2



Thought Questions for Small Groups 

1. What is your reaction to MacDonald’s comment? Is this analogy of the removal of 
boulders, stones, pebbles helpful? How so? If anyone in your group has farmed in 
New England (i.e. plowing amidst stones) invite them to share insights.  

2. What is your reaction to Foster’s comment? Do you agree with his analysis that we 
tend to look at others in the church as having “arrived” while we are lagging 
woefully behind? Others are “saints” but we’re “ain’ts”! If so, what would happen 
to the vibrancy of our community life if we practiced this discipline of confession 
more intentionally?  

3. Why do you suppose that we are hesitant to confess? What is the result of trying to 
hide our sin - physically, emotionally, spiritually? Today’s message points out how 
David’s “bones wasted away” when he kept silent (Ps. 32:3), but when he confessed 
his sin (presumably before Nathan), he experienced forgiveness and cleansing. This 
Thursday we’ll affirm the importance that AA attributes to confession (Travel 
Guide, p. 110). What would make you more inclined to confess your sin to another?  

4. If you were to practice the discipline of confession, do you know someone whom 
you would confess? What are the qualities of that person to whom you would risk 
confessing a particular sin? What would you hope that person would do or say in 
response to your confession?  

5. Finally, if someone were to approach you to confess a particular matter what do you 
think you would do:  

• Try to minimize the sin 
• Try to garner as much information as possible 
• Try to refer the person to someone else 
• Try to listen and to love while living beneath the cross 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s words are profound for any of us who hear someone’s 
confession:  

Anybody who lives beneath the Cross and who has discerned in the 
Cross of Jesus the utter wickedness of all men and of his own heart will 
find there is no sin that can ever be alien. Anybody who has once been 
horrified by the dreadfulness of his own sin and that nailed Jesus to the 
Cross will no longer be horrified by even the rankest sins of a brother. 
Looking at the Cross of Jesus, he knows the human heart  3

6. Why not during Lent intentionally confess your sins to the Lord and to a 
trusted companion in the faith (James 5:16).

  (Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together, p. 118).3


