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St. John writes in 1 John 1:8-9, “If we say we have no sin, we deceive
ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful
and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” These words confront us with the terrifying reality that we are
all sinners deserving of God’s wrath. To say otherwise is to be a liar.
Yet these words also give great comfort and certainty to sinners,
namely that those who confess their sins are forgiven and cleansed.
There is no doubt about who God is or what he does when a sinner
confesses his/her sins. God is faithful. He is just. He forgives. He
cleanses. No wonder Luther, when speaking of confession and absolution in his Large Catechism, writes, “Thus we teach what a wonderful, precious, and comforting thing confession is, and urge that
such a precious blessing should not be despised, especially when
we consider our great need.”
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What does it mean to confess our sins? The Small Catechism simply
says confession has two parts: that I confess my sins, and that I receive absolution, or forgiveness. But the Large Catechism further defines confession as lamenting my sin and a desire for comfort and
restoration of the soul. Moreover, Absolution is defined as a work
that God does through the Word that he places on the lips of another. And while it is true that individual Christians “forgive one another, as the Lord has forgiven you” (Col. 3:13), Luther, in his Catechism’s fifth chief part, focuses not on individual Christians forgiving
one another’s individual sins but rather on the Office of the Keys, established and given for the sake of his church when he breathed on
his disciples and said, in John 20:22-23, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If
you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not forgive
them, they are not forgiven.” In other words, Luther focuses on the
forgiveness of all your sins that God gives in his Church, through the
mouth of his representative, your Pastor.
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Hence every Divine Service, God is at work forgiving your sins through the
mouth of your pastor who speaks, “Upon this your confession, I, by virtue of
my office, as a called and ordained servant of the Word, announce the
grace of God unto all of you, and in the stead and by the command of my
Lord Jesus Christ I forgive you all your sins in the name of the Father and of
the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” And if that were too little, Christ also gives us
the opportunity to receive Holy Absolution, not just publicly on Sunday
Mornings, but by means of private confession, which is Luther’s (and the
reformers’) primary means of confession and why he incorporated his short
order of it into the Small Catechism.
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What a wonderful, precious, and comforting gift God has given us in Confession and Absolution. For here is where I, a sinner, hear Christ say to me, “I
forgive you all your sins!” Therefore let us not neglect but make use of this
precious gift.
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