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March 9, 2014 

1 John 1:8-2:1 

Mark 1:1-8    Spiritual Discipline: Confession 

 

It all begins with confession. That’s where our reading from Mark’s 

gospel begins. It begins with John the Baptist, knee deep in the river 

Jordan, calling everyone to repent, to confess their sin, to wade out into 

the water, and be baptized and get right with God. This is the beginning, 

Mark tells us, of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. And  It 

begins with everyone in town going out to a wild-eyed, bug-eating 

preacher in the desert to unload their weary souls. Everyone, it seems, 

needs to start over. And it all begins with confession. 

So does our season of Lent. It begins with Confession. It begins on Ash 

Wednesday with a litany of penitence and smudge of ashes on our 

foreheads. We confess that we have been wrong. We have been wrong 

in how we have acted and how we have thought and how we have 

spoken. We have been wrong, we admit it. And so begins a season of 

self-examination for us. And extended period of time, from now up until 

Easter when we really look at our lives and how we have not been 

faithful, how we have not been kind or patient or generous. How we 
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have wronged God and one another.  We have sinned. We admit it. We 

have made mistakes. Lots of them. And we are coming with all of God’s 

people to the Jordan River to repent, just like they do in the gospel of 

Mark. Because the good news begins with confession. 

Confession is something that we are familiar with in the Presbyterian 

Church. We do confession really well. We insist that it be at the very 

beginning of every worship service. We need to admit that we are not 

God and that we cannot do what God does and that we are sorely in need 

of God. And we need to admit that to ourselves and to one another as 

often as we can. We begin with confession because that’s where the 

good news begins. It begins with people realizing that something is 

wrong and that they can’t fix it and that they are sorely in need of God. 

We have failed and fallen short of God’s glory. Each and every one of 

us. We confess. I am a sinner, just like everyone else and I need God’s 

grace. 

I am a sinner. It’s a difficult thing to say. The word sinner is such a big 

scary word. Sinners, we know, are very bad people. Sinners steal or kill 

or fail to pick up after their dog when it goes potty on someone else’s 
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lawn. Sinners are bad; they are in danger of fire and brimstone. Sinners 

are the wicked ones; the messed up ones; the ones always going to the 

principal’s office, the ones wearing big scarlet letters on their shirts. 

Say the word sinner and it conjures up a boatload of baggage, so we 

prefer to avoid the whole thing. But think about this. The word, sin, in 

Greek simply means to miss the mark. When you sin, you didn’t do what 

you were aiming to do. You missed your target. Your words or actions 

were off. They weren’t what God would have wanted. So confessing our 

sin means we are admitting we didn’t do what we were aiming to do as 

Jesus’ disciples. We didn’t do the two things he commanded us to do: 

We didn’t love God or love our neighbor as ourselves.  

We didn’t love God. What does that mean? Well, maybe something has 

taken God’s place in our hearts. Maybe we have been acting like our 

lives depend on something else, something else will save us.  Like 

grades or sports or money or getting that new phone or that new love or 

that new job. When we act as if our life depends on something other than 

God, we miss the mark. When we live as if that other thing gives us life, 

then we sin. Those other things can’t save us. They won’t redeem us. 



4 
 

They can hardly love us, not like God loves us. When something else 

becomes our god, we become something else too. We become slaves to 

materialism or violence or the need for approval. Have you ever felt that 

way? Have you become something you don’t want to be? Have you lost 

touch with grace or peace? Do you feel trapped or enslaved or numb? 

Do a quick check of your heart. Look and see what might have replaced 

God there. 

Frequently that leads to the other sin, the “not loving our neighbors as 

ourselves” sin. If our hearts are out of whack, then our relationships just 

might be too. It might lead us to be thoughtless or selfish. We might 

ignore someone, or make fun of someone, or use someone or treat 

someone like they are less important than we are. Because they are black 

or white or rich or poor or sick or beautiful or ugly or straight or gay or 

old or young or my enemy or whatever label we put on them, because 

they are just a label. We disregard the beautiful image of God in them. 

We disregard it in ourselves. We do not act or think with love. And we 

miss the mark. 
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Time and time again it happens. Our life gets out of whack. Our 

relationships get out of whack. The world gets out of whack. And we get 

the sinking feeling that we do not have it all together. We become aware 

that we might be playing a part in what is wrong here. We have let 

others down. We have let ourselves down. We have spoken too 

critically. We have judged too harshly. We have talked too much and not 

listened enough. We have been too impatient with our kids. Too mean to 

our parents. Too greedy. Too angry. Too lazy. Too selfish. Too 

preoccupied with our own ability to save ourselves and what we prefer 

in the world around us. We become aware that whatever we’re doing 

isn’t working. It isn’t making us happier. And it isn’t making us more 

alive. We are messed up and stuck. If you are ever shocked to find 

yourself in that place, don’t worry. It’s OK. We all end up there now and 

then. And we all need to begin there because that’s where the good news 

begins. 

Confessing that you are broken, admitting that you need help, saying 

that you have screwed up; it’s hard to do, but it’s where you have to 

start. You are a sinner. Admit it. You are a sinner and you can and you 
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will miss the mark. You will not always get it right with God. You will 

not always get it right with others. In fact, you are going to get things 

very, very wrong from time to time. And you will need God’s grace and 

you will need mercy and forgiveness. Wouldn’t you like mercy and 

forgiveness? Confession is where it starts. Admitting, I am a sinner just 

like everyone else.  

Just like everyone else. I confess that I am a sinner. Just like everyone 

else around me, I struggle with being human. And I struggle to live and 

love as God asks me to do. I struggle, just like everyone else. The story 

goes that four pastors met for a friendly gathering. During the 

conversation one pastor said, "You know, people confess things to us 

pastors all the time. Wouldn’t it be nice if we could confess to someone 

too?" The pastors all agreed and they decided they would share their sins 

with one another. The first pastor confessed she liked to go to movies 

and would sneak off during work sometimes to go see one. The second 

confessed that he had a weakness for the donuts at the bakery down the 

street and had gained 30 pounds that year. The third one confessed that 

he would take his wife’s celebrity tabloid magazines, her People and US 
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Weekly, and he would read them and then pretend not to know where 

they had gone. When it came to the fourth pastor, he wouldn't say 

anything. The others said, "Come on now. It’s your turn. Confess your 

sin." Fine,” he said, "It’s gossiping and I can hardly wait to get out of 

here." 

So often we think others don’t miss the mark like we do. They don’t 

struggle. They don’t make mistakes. They have it together. And we are 

way too embarrassed to admit that we are really and truly, a hot mess. 

Now, I know the world expects perfection, but we here in the church, we 

don’t. We aren’t here because we have it all together. We aren’t here 

because we don’t need God. We are here because we do need God. We 

are here because the only way we can keep it together is because of the 

love and forgiveness God shows us in Jesus Christ.  In the church, of all 

places, we should be able to admit that to each other. Frequently and 

openly. Spiritual writer, Richard Foster says, “Confession is a difficult 

discipline for us because we all too often view the church 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 
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alone in our sin.” The truth is that all of us are because we are in need of 

a Savior. 

We can all say it. I am sinner just like everyone else and I need God’s 

grace. Things aren’t right. Not with God. Not with others. Not within us. 

I am a sinner just like everyone else. And I need God’s grace. And the 

good news is that’s what God wants to give us. God wants to restore us. 

To rebirth us. Change. Renewal. Second chances and starting over. God 

does not like to dwell on sin. God wants to move on. And it all begins 

with confession and the desire to start again. From there, God can work 

wonders. 

In a particular church, after a particular sermon about sin and 

repentance, a young man came up to the pastor with a worried look on 

his face. "Pastor," he said, “I lied to someone and I am ashamed to admit 

it. See, I am a boat builder and the man I work for is not a man of faith. I 

have talked to him about coming to church and hearing you preach, but 

he always laughs and brushes me off. But, I’m guilty of something and, 

if I confess it to him, he will never listen to another Christian again." He 

went on to say that he had been building a boat for himself at home. And 
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to build the boat he needed copper nails, because they don’t rust in the 

water. The nails were expensive and the young man had been taking 

them from work. He knew it was stealing, but he tried to justify it by 

saying the owner had so many he would never miss them and besides he 

wasn’t being paid what he deserved. But he knew he was wrong now 

and there was no excuse for his actions. “If I tell my boss,” he said "he 

will think I am a hypocrite. But those copper nails are digging into my 

conscience. And I know I won’t have peace until I make this right." For 

weeks the boat builder struggled. Then one Sunday he came back to the 

pastor and said, "Pastor, I've settled for the copper nails and my 

conscience is clear at last." "So, what happened?" asked the pastor.  

"Well," the builder answered, "my boss looked at me very strangely, 

then he said, 'George, I always did think you were a hypocrite, but 

maybe there's something to this faith of yours after all. Any religion that 

would make a dishonest worker come back and confess that he had been 

stealing copper nails and offer to settle for them, must be worth 

something.'" 
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Grace. Forgiveness. Joy. It all begins with confession. It’s where a clear 

conscience begins. It’s where mercy begins. It’s where hope begins. This 

week, I invite you to practice the spiritual discipline of confession. Take 

time to listen and allow the Spirit in. Where is there conflict or 

resistance in you? What do you feel God would like you to do better? 

Where could you use some grace and mercy in your life? Open a 

dialogue with God. And know there this is where the good news begins. 

Say, I am a sinner, just like everyone else and I need God’s grace. And 

the good news is that God’s grace is there waiting for you. 


