
Forgiveness through public confession 

 
           “If we confess our sins, He will forgive us . . .” But to whom do we confess?  To God, of 

course, But where is God?  God is with us, is the Church’s faith, through Christ in the Holy 

Spirit.  We confess to God in His Church.  If we come to the Church to be baptized and 

confirmed, and to receive Holy Communion . . . it would really be strange if we did not come 

to the Church to confess our sins and to receive God’s forgiveness! 

  We confess to God in the Church.  This meant for centuries that we confess to the 

Church and to all the members of the Church.   And it means the same today. 

Christian confession, and even confession in the Old Testament, was always public 

confession.  Indeed there was no idea that confession could be anything but public.  A “secret” 

confession done in the privacy of one’s soul “to God alone” --- an idea not unheard of in very 

recent times --- is completely unknown both in biblical and church history.  A confession which 

is not a totally open and public confession before God, man and all creation is no confession 

at all.  This is the Orthodox Faith. 

 

To one as if to all 

  In the early Church confession was to all the Church.  Then, when it was clear to all that 

the repentance of the person was sincere, the head of the congregation – the bishop or 

priest—read the “prayer of absolution” which manifested plainly that God had forgiven the 

penitent through Christ, present in the gathering by the Holy Spirit.  As time passed, however, 

the public character of confession became more and more difficult to practice in the Church 

due to the growth of membership, and the subsequent loss of intimacy and community and 

mutual concern of the church members for each other.  Thus confession became in fact more 

and more private, and Christians revealed their sins to specially-chosen men, priests or even 



lay monks who were considered competent and compassionate enough to hear, to co-suffer, 

to counsel, to encourage . . . and most of all, to love the man in his sins. 

 

Although the practice changed, the theory remained exactly the same: Christians 

confessed their sins openly, one to another.  Christ in the Spirit in the Church granted 

forgiveness from God the Father.  This forgiveness was pronounced by the leader of the local 

church, the bishop or priest as he received the penitent to Holy Communion.  But the 

confession was done to one person as if done openly and to all; or to put it another way, the 

confession was still made openly and to all, but in the person of one of the brothers. 

 

Open confession to another 

    Although it is easy to demonstrate that confession in the Bible and the Church was 

always a public confession, the question remains, especially these days, why this should be 

so? 

 

   Cannot God forgive a man secretly if he confesses to God in the secret of his heart? Of 

course, He can.  Yet God Himself who has revealed Himself to men has also revealed that 

sincere repentance involves the opening and publicizing of one’s life to all, the exposing of 



one’s real self to the eyes of the universe, the begging of forgiveness from every creature. 

But why is this so? 

    There are many answers. And the most obvious of them appear to be these: 

       In the first place, the experience of the Christian is the experience of the Last Judgment, 

the Kingdom of Heaven, the Full Presence of God.  In this experience the Light of Christ 

illumines and exposes all the hidden things in the world.  If we will stand the judgment at the 

“end,” we must stand it already now in the Church to be perfectly purified.  And this is not 

just a punishment and a shame – though it certainly is this; it is also the gift of freedom, of 

cleansing, of forgiveness, of loosing from all that is dark and hidden and sinful within us.  It is 

a liberating experience.  At every Liturgy Christ comes in our midst to judge and to forgive.  

We constantly say: Lord have mercy! And we lay bare our life before Him that we might be 

forgiven and blessed. 

      Secondly, in our sins, even in the most personal and hidden of our sins, we sin not merely 

against God, but also against all men and the whole world.  Each individual life has universally 

social and cosmic proportions.  There is no life which is a mere “tête-à-tête” with God.  And 

indeed, as far as our sin is concerned, we might even say that we are “more guilty” before 

creation than before God for our evil.  Our sins cannot really hurt God – except as we offend 

His Love—but they can and really do wound and infect our brother and our world.  We must, 

therefore, confess to those whom we have stained and injured by our transgressions.  We 

confess to all. 

   Thirdly, it is a fact that we cannot see the true ugliness and hideousness of our sins until we 

see them in the mind and heart of the other to whom we have confessed. 

 We also cannot realize the disgusting and humiliating shame of sin until we stand revealed 

before an “equal.”  In this sense we should see that confession is not confession at all except 

when it is confession to our peers, to one like us, to one of our own level, to one before 

whom we are guilty, to our brother in Christ. 

   Thus there is no repentance before God which is not repentance before our brother, before 

every creature and all creation.  For only such confession fulfills the fullness of what 

confession really means. 

 

 



The Necessity and Practice of Orally Confessing Sins 

James 5:16 - James clearly teaches us that we must “confess our sins to one another,” not just 

privately to God.  James 5:16 must be read in the context of James 5:14-15, which is referring 

to the healing power (both physical and spiritual) of the priests of the Church.  Hence, when 

James says “therefore” in verse 16, he must be referring to the men he was writing about in 

verses 14 and 15 – these men are the ordained priests of the Church, to whom we must confess 

our sins. 

Acts 19:18 - many came to orally confess sins and divulge their sinful practices.  Oral 

confession was the practice of the early Church just as it is today.  

Matt. 3:6; Mark 1:5 - again, this shows people confessing their sins before others as an 

historical practice (here to John the Baptist).  

1 Tim. 6:12 - this verse also refers to the historical practice of confessing both faith and sins in 

the presence of many witnesses.  

1 John 1:9 - if we confess are sins, God is faithful to us and forgives us and cleanse us. But we 

must confess our sins to one another.  

Num. 5:7 - this shows the historical practice of publicly confessing sins, and making public 

restitution.  

2 Sam. 12:14 - even though the sin is forgiven, there is punishment due for the forgiven sin. 

David is forgiven but his child was still taken (the consequence of his sin).  

Neh. 9:2-3 - the Israelites stood before the assembly and confessed sins publicly and 

interceded for each other.  

Sir. 4:26 - God tells us not to be ashamed to confess our sins, and not to try to stop the current 

of a river.  Anyone who has experienced the sacrament of reconciliation understands the import 

of this verse.  

Baruch 1:14 - again, this shows that the people made confession in the house of the Lord, 

before the assembly.  

 


