
Confess Your Sins to One Another
James 5:15b-16a

Each summer, we slow down and take a much smaller piece of Scripture and dig into it more
deeply. This allows us to tackle a subject more deeply.

Since we are ̂ *slowing down'' let's do a quick study of the second line of tho titlejin your
outline - You'll see it says "James 5:15b-16a" - this is simply a short-handSv^ of telling you
where in the Bible you can find the evidence for the point I am making in the teaching.

The first word is the book of the Bible - in this case it's the book of "James". The Bible is

actually a collection of books written over a 1600 year period. So how many books are there
in the Bible? There are 66 books in the Bible, 39 in the Old Testament and 27 in the New
Testament. You can find a list of those books in the front of your Bible. Turn there. A table of
contents is usually on the second page. That is all of the books of the Bible in order. Now turn
that page over - some newer versions of the Bible have an alphabetical list of Bible books on
the back side. Please get in the habit of looking at the Table of Contents if you don't know
where a book is or you don't know what my abbreviations mean - My abbreviations are the
first couple letters.

After the book of the Bible, we have some numbers "James 5:15b-16a". These numbers refer
to the chapters and verses that each book of the Bible is broken down into. These numbers
were NOT a part of God's original inspiration of the Bible - they were added later. The first
number AFTER the book AND BEFORE the double-dot colon is the chapter. Each Bible book,
except the shortest, is divided into chapters. Go to James 5 in your own Bible - you'll see the
chapters are marked with very large, bold numbers. Go back a page and you'll see a large, bold
"4", "3" and maybe "2". Those are the chapter divisions. So "James 5:" refers to the 5^^ chapter
in the book of James. By the way our current chapter divisions were developed by Stephen
Langton, who was the Archbishop of Canterbury and one of the English leaders who pushed for
the Magna Carta. Langton's final chapter divisions were put into place around 1227 AD. The
Wycliffe English Bible of 1382 AD used this chapter pattern, and it has been used by virtually
every translation since then. So how many chapters are there in the Bible? 929 chapters in
the OT and 260 chapters in the NT for a total of 1,189 chapters in the Bible.

The numbers right AFTER that double-dot COLON, are the verses. Verses simply divide up a
chapter into smaller sections. In your Bible, the verses are the smaller, raised numbers. In our
case today, James 5:15-16, means we are studying verses 15 & 16 in the S"' chapter of the
book of James. The Hebrew Old Testament was divided into verses by a Jewish rabbi named
Nathan in 1448 AD. Then Robert Estienne, a printer also known as Stephanus, basically used
Nathan's OT verses and added his own NT verse divisions. These were set in 1555 AD. Shortly
after, the C^neva Bible was the first to use both the chapter and verses, and this system has been
used ever since. So how many verses are there in the Bible? There are 23,145 verses in the
OT and 7,957 verses in the NT for a total of 31,102 verses in the whole Bible. NOW IF THERE
IS NO COLON, ̂̂ double dot between numbers, then the numbers refer to chapters alone.
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UNLESS the book is really small then it refers to the verse alone. So Matthew 5-7 refers to
chapters 5, 6 & 7 in the book of Matthew which is Jesus' famous Sermon on the Mount. Jude
20-21 refers to just verses 20 & 21 because the book of Jude is so short it is NOT divided into
chapters.

So what about the little "b" and "a" in our subtitle of "James 5:15b-16a". These letters simply
subdivide the verses in the same way verses subdivide the chapters and chapters subdivide
books. You will NEVER find these letters in your Bible - if you have small letters in your Bible
they refer to either a footnote or a cross-reference. When I use these letters in a bulletin it is
simply to say which section of that verse highlights the point we are doing. The small letter "a"
always refers to the first part of a verse, "b" refers to the next part, "c" the next part. If only an
"a" and "b" are used, like our heading today, then "b" stands for the end of the verse. So today
we are simply studying the end of v 15 and the beginning of v 16. READ.

In chapter 5, James has been dealing with thed^BS^e, problems & frustrations of living in a
broken world - such things as the evil of materialism & self-indulgence, the importance of
patience, the call to stop grumbling, the importance of telling the truth and not relying on oaths,
the value of singing when happy and praying when in trouble. Finally he dealt with the blessing
of being able to ask the elders to pray in faith for you & anoint with oil when you're really sick
and are losing hope.

PROPOSITON: Confessing our sins to a small group of trusted and mature believers in our
local church is powerful - this is NOT in place of repenting directly to Jesus who alone can
forgive!

I. The power of confession
Now we come to James' challenge for us today "Therefore confess your sins to each other
... so that you may be healed." Notice this i? help liff'us personally.

A. Sins must be confessed and repented of "confess your sins"
(Romans 10:9, Luke 22:6; Matthew ll:25;IJohn 1:8)
Confess means to ''acknowledge" or "agree". Some have memorized Romans 10:9
"If you confess with your mouth 'Jesus is Lord' and believe in your heart that
God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved." Confess there has nothing to do
with sin, but it is the declaration that Jesus really is God come down in human form
and that you have made Him the boss of your life. You acknowledge, or publicly
confess that Jesus is Lord. In Luke 22:6, Judas agreed to betray Jesus for 30 pieces of
silver - that is the same word used here for ̂ confess\ because Judas agreed to the
plan. In Matthew 11:25, Jesus says, "I praise you Father" - the word "praise" is our
same word "confess" here because Jesus is acknowledging the greatness and wisdom

of God the Father. So this particular Greek word is translated "confess",
"acknowledge", "consent" and "praise" because the common idea in all of them is
"agreeing" or "acknowledging".
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Now when it comes to sin - confession is agreeing that our thou^ts or actions are
wrong as God has said. We are acknowledging that we did We are beginning
to see our sins as the perfect and holy God sees them. So if we give excuses (yes I
blew up, but they made me), or we minimize it (I messed up some, but at least I didn't
kill someone), or we start telling people how they have to change their life (what 1 did
was wrong, and you need to change these things in your life), then we haven't
confessed. Our sins must be confessed and repented of so we may be forgiven by God.
We have messed up His world, His plans and broken His laws. But because Jesus died
on the cross in our place, the penalty has been paid for us. As I John 1:8 reminds us,
"If we confess our sin, God is faithful to forgive us our sin and to cleanse us from
all unrighteousness."

Here, the verb "confess" is a present imperative. The imperative means it is a
command — it is something you really need to do. The present tense suggests this is to
be a continual or habitual practice. So the Phillips version paraphrases this "You
should get into the habit of admitting your sins ..." We don't just confess when we
first come to Jesus as our Savior and Lord - but every true Christian is regularly
co^fessmg their wrong thoughts, attitude and actions to Jesus.

B. Some (not all) sickness come^^-cJih sinful actions ana attitudes "if they have sinned"
READ V 16a. Confession doesn't just bring forgiveness and a cleansing of our record
eternally, but confession also impacts our spiritual, relational, emotional and physical
health. At the end of v 15, it says that the sick person, whom the elders have prayed
over for physical & spiritual sickness, will be forgiven if they sinned. READ v 15b.
There is a direct connection between some sickness and sin. Now don't make the
mistake of Job's friends and think that all physical sickness comes about because of
the sin of the sick person. But don't make the opposite error thinking that all sickness
JUST has a physical cause. David hid^ his sin and it greatly affected his physical
health. In the early church Ananias and Sapphira died because they lied to God. A
number in the Corinthian church were sick because of being flippant and disrespectful
during communion. Sexually transmitted diseases are passed on because people
disobey God's clear sexual morals. Ongoing worry, bitterness and lack of forgiveness
weakens our immune system and contributes to a number of ailments. If sin is
involved, then this root needs to be dealt with before moving on to the fruit of the
rooftl^sicknessjtself James assures his readers that such sins will be forgiven. God
will not withhold forgiveness to prolong the sickness. So confess your sins ... then
God adds one more aspect that helps protect us from unnecessary sickness and heal
some sicknesses - Confess your sins to one another!

/\l. The power of confessing sins to one another "to each other"
READ V 16a. When we think about "confessing our sin" we normally think of confessing
those sins to God. And that is what we should do with every sin - for even when we sin
against another person. But here James tells us to specifically "confess to each other."
Notice that is NOT the leaders of the church. "Each other" just refers to other normal
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people in a local church. There is no verse in the New Testament telling people to
specifically confess their sins to a pastor or priest. They have no special powers to forgive or
heal you. This confession to others, in addition to confessing to God was a regular practice
in the early church according to the writings of the earliest church fathers. And it was an
aspect of the Methodist small groups in the 1800's that lead to such growth there became
more Methodist Churches than US Post Offices. There are times we need to go beyond
confessing to God, to also confessing to another person to experience healing relationally,
spiritually, emotionally and physically. This doesn't heal all sickness, because not all
sicknesses are from sin.

A. Benefits of this confession

1. Confession promotes healing (spiritual & some physical/emotional)
Confession to another promotes healing - spiritual, relational, emotional and
even physical healing. When we are constantly anxious about things or bitter
towards others, our immune system weakens and we are hit with more physical
and emotional sickness. Confessing to another person after confessing to God,
promotes healing in all those areas and it keeps us from certain sicknesses to
begin with. I am always amazed at the incredible release Christians experience
when they go and confess their part of a \vrong in a long lasting family problem
- even if the other person rejects that confession & is most at fault.

2. Confession promotes mutual care & concern
Confession to another promotes mutual care and concern. If you share your
struggle with materialism with a small group of people you work with in the
church, they are freed to pour out care and concern for you.

3. Confession stops the hiding that sin promotes
Sin naturally wants to hide the wrong it has done. When we confess to another
person what we have done wrong, that tendency to hide is stopped! Pastor
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who opposed Hilter's rise in WWII, wrote the spiritual
classic. Life Together. In the fifth and final chapter called '^Communion and
Confession,'^ he notes that there is an isolation that sin brings. Sin drives
Christians apart and produces a hellish individualism—a deadening autonomy.
"5/// demands to have a man by himself It withdraws him from the
community. The more isolated a person is, the more destructive will be the
power of sin over him," Confession to another pulls that barrier down.

4. Confession promotes/requires humility
Confession to another promotes and requires true humility. As Bonhoeffer goes
on to say, "Confession in the presence of a brother is the profoundest kind
of humiliation. It hurts, it cuts a man down, it is a dreadful blow to pride.
To stand there before a brother as a sinner is an ignominy that is almost
unbearable. In the confession of concrete sins the old man does a painful,
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shameful death before the eyes of a brother." That is why it is never true
confession if you blame others, say it is no big thing or tell others what they
should do different.

5. Confession enables accountability
Finally confession to another encourages "natural" accountability. If you confess
you are struggling with lust, then a month later want to go to a movie that is
racy, the person who heard your confession will naturally ask you whether that
is wise for you to do. By the way, if you mad at someone for doing that,
don't expect them to do it again. If yoirco^ss jumping on them, you better also
add in doing some major good things for them like a certificate to a restaurant,
washing their car or shoveling their driveway!

B. The dangers of mutual confession
Because of our sin nature, everything good can be turned to evil. As beneficial as
mutual confession is, there are major dangers with it.
• Psychologically needy persons sometimes use confession to get attention for

themselves. They go on about the details of their sin while faking being sorry.
• Confession can encourage a kind of spiritual exhibitionism - where a person

gets a perverted moral pleasure in airing their dirty laundry.
• The overly morbid can turn confession into an excuse for unhealthy hyper-

introspection.
•  Some can later use statements made against the person confessing, try to

manipulate them or just plain gossip to others.
• And some people use seemingly humble confession to actually attack others: "I

want to ask your forgiveness for being bitter toward you over the years"—^then
goes on to attack the person they are confessing to.

That does not mean shouldn't do what James says here, because this is the Word
of God. But it does ̂  we should be wise in using this powerful spiritual tool.

III. To whom and when should we confess (practical helps)

A. Confession always starts with God, but it doesn't necessarily stop there I Tim 2:5-6a
So what does this look like practically? First we must remember that this confession
of sins to each another is not a substitute for confession to God. Our confession
always starts with God because He alone can forgive us eternally. Absolution is in the
hands of Jesus alone, who died on the cross and rose again to pay the etemal penalty
of our sins. A human can forgive a wrong done against themselves, but NO HUMAN
can free a person from the greater wrong done to God. So we want to regularly
confess our wrong thoughts, attitudes and actions DIRECTLY to God in prayer. I try
to do it every time I sense conviction which is several times a day.

B. Other Christians, not specifically specialists "each other"
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READ V 16a. There are times where it ALSO helps to confess to another person. For
example if don't sense forgiveness, or feel we can't be forgiven, al^ confess to
another person. If we keep doing a particular sin or notice great negatives coming
from our sin, then also confess to another person. If we know we need some support
overcoming our sin,_^nfess to another person. And if we have done wrong that is
known by others, ̂nfess to another person. LET ME REPEAT THOSE, although it is
not an exhaustive list. (Repeat). Remember, only do that AFTER you have genuinely
repented to the Lord, sought help Ifom the HS and tried some positive action, even if
it failed. In other words, the confession to another person can never even
REMOTELY replace the confession to God. Confessing to another person doesn't
absolve us of anything - it simply helps heal us.

Now the people we confess to are not specialists! What they say and what they do is
not the key! Our opening ourselves to other people is. That is a key thing God works
through. Nor is there something special about going to a pastor or church leader.
READ V 16a. "each other" refers to other normal people in the church. While James
had specifically been talking about the elders of a church in v 14, God intentionally
doesn't say leaders, pastors or elders of the church here - but "each other". This is
not something God wants to set up as a ceremony, have specialists do or
institutionalize. This is clearly different from the Old Testament where you did go to a
specialist - a priest - with a sacrifice for forgiveness. Jesus is now our high priest who
has already offered that sacrifice.

C. Trusted (not gossips) mature believers (not new believers)
The human person we go to should be a growing, maturing believer ~ one who is not
a new Christian and not someone who is stagnant in their faith. That's because we
want to be open to any wise counsel they give and we do not want to burden a new
Christian with a stress God hasn't made them ready for yet. We also want to go to a
trusted person - one who keeps confidences and doesn't gossip. This absolutely
means we need to be involved in some ways with other people in our local church so
we can know them better and they can know us better. That can come by serving with
them, being in a community group, praying with them, or hanging around them.

D. Confess as far as "effect"

How big a group should we confess to? It doesn't say here, but the general rule of
thumb is to confess as far as the effect of our sin. If it is private sin and you also
sense it is one to confess to another, go to one person only. If you are with a small
group of people who are sharing their struggles very intimately, then confess to that
small group of people. If your wrong is known by many, ask to confess it to the whole
church.

E. If against a person go to them directly - offer restitution along with the confession
REMEMBER if you sin directly against a person - you need to go directly to that
person and confess. It is never enough to just go to God. But when you go to that
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person to confess, you should also bring some kind of restitution, some kind of gift to
show you are genuinely sorry. This includes those times where we think the other
person is MORE at fault - if during a heated discussion you said some things Jesus is
not pleased with ~ confession of your part to the other person WITHOUT bringing up
any wrong they did, is incredibly healing.

F. Confession must be concrete and complete, but it doesn't have to have all the lurid details
Finally, when you do your confession it should be concrete - you should name what
you did and say it was wrong - not just say "I sinned against you^/Sf^doesn't free
or heal anyone. And your confession should be complete - don't ny^Eomlnimize what
you did. That doesn't free or heal anyone. BUT you absolutely, positively don't need
to go into all the lurid, shocking or salacious details. That is not good for anyone. We
are acknowledging the ACT of sin, naming it AND the wrongness of what we did
without excuses. But dwelling on the details becomes a form of voyeurism - we
become a Peeping Tom into areas we shouldn't go. And that doesn't free or heal
anyone.

Sam became a Christian in college. He became very zealous for the Lord. But after his
parents refused the good news of Jesus, he became very critical of them. And there
was much to be critical of. His dad was a workaholic who had neglected the family,
was very much into himself and put money before people. His mom was an alcoholic
whose moods swings greatly damaged the kids. For the first few years, Sam grew
quickly in the Lord, but then things began to go downhill. It was like something was
dragging him down - he was bitter towards his parents, but he rationalized they
caused it. He would confess his bitterness at times to God, but it would come back the
next interaction they had. Finally he shared this struggle with a friend, who
encouraged him to see his bitterness as sin and go, confess again to God, then go
confess to his parents without blaming them or saying why he was bitter. It was tough
and everything in him at times rebelled, but the HS kept prodding. The parents didn't
respond right away, but Sam left with such a sense of release - it was like the weight
was off and he was able to grow spiritually again. His prayers for his parents changed
to one of compassion again. He then was surprised at his next conversation with his
parents, because the edginess was gone.

"Confess your sins to each other ... so that you may be healed."

n2>vO _
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