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There’s an App for That: 1. Confession 
James 1:22 and 5:16 
February 5, 2017 
Pastor Steve Richards 
 
There are certain experiences from my childhood that changed me in ways that I never would 
have realized at the time. I grew up in a small town. We lived just a block from downtown and a 
block and a half from the Red Owl grocery store. My mother did the grocery shopping every 
Saturday morning and if she could help it, she did it without her children’s assistance. But there 
were times during the week when we ran out of something – milk or bread or macaroni. We 
seemed to live on macaroni! And when we ran out, she would send me to the store to get that 
item and tell the cashier to write it down. The cashier would write the item and our family name 
on a sheet of paper and when mom made the Saturday morning grocery buy she would also 
pay for anything written on that sheet of paper. But at the time, I didn’t know that’s how it 
worked. All I knew was when I took something from the shelf and brought it to the cashier and 
said, “write it down”, I walked away with that item and without spending a penny. It seemed like 
the best system ever. So one day, I think I was in the 5th grade, I decided that on my way to 
school I would take that block and a half detour and get something from Red Owl that I could 
take to school. And the item that I selected was a large package of candy which I brought to the 
cashier and said, “write it down”, and like every other time I walked out the store but instead of 
going home, I went to school and discovered just how popular I could be in the playground 
before school by giving away candy. It became one of my best days in elementary school. And 
when the bell rang at the end of the school day, I walked home feeling so proud of myself. But 
when I entered the house, mom was waiting for me. “Did you happen to stop by the store on the 
way to school?” she asked. I remember thinking, How did she know? She said, “I got a phone 
call this morning from the grocery store. Would you know anything about that?” Do you know 
what’s worse than getting caught doing something you weren’t supposed to do? It’s trying to 
make up a story on the spot about how you remembered on the way to school that you were 
supposed to bring a bag of candy to share with the class. The cover up only makes the crime 
worse – and in this case it made mom mad. She didn’t have time for this, so she got right to the 
point. This is the part I’ve never forgotten. She said, “Don’t you ever go to the store again 
without checking with me first.” And then she said, “Are you listening to me?” She didn’t just 
want to know if I was listening, she wanted a guarantee that I would do what she asked. And 50 
years later, though I don’t call her every time I’m headed to the grocery store, I think about it! 
 
That story came to mind as I read these words about the importance of not just listening but 
doing. James, the brother of Jesus, said this: Do not merely listen to the word, and so 
deceive yourselves. Do what it says. Who is James talking to? He’s writing to the early 
Christians, those following in the way of Jesus. And he’s saying, it’s not enough to know about 
Jesus, to know what he said, to be in worship. It’s like buying the health club membership, 
wouldn’t it be great if that’s all it took to be physically fit. Application is everything! I may be 
gaining weight, my blood pressure rising, having trouble walking more than 20 feet, but I have 
the card to prove I have the health club membership! If the people you know see you go to 
church or you tell them you have a church and they don’t see that you are any different than 
anybody else – what good is it? Doing. Doing is everything. For the next four weeks, we will talk 
about 4 apps that we should do. By we, I’m talking about Christians. Other people can listen in a 
do these things, but these are 4 applications that every Christian should do. Today’s application 
is CONFESSION. 
 
Here’s what we know about confession: It’s all about telling God what you’ve done – confessing 
your sins – and then God wipes them away. And if you’re Catholic, you’ve got to talk to the 
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priest and the priest absolves your sins, but Protestant can skip that step and tell God directly. 
And if you happen to do again what you shouldn’t do, then you just start the process all over 
again. At least that’s how my roommate in college explained it. Every Wednesday evening, 
there was a communion service on campus, and he never missed it. As he left the room, he’d 
say, “I’ve got to wipe the slate clean, because another weekend is coming.” And if the point of 
confession is to relieve our guilt or clear our conscience (wipe the slate clean), that would make 
confession all about me and me feeling better. “I feel bad for what I’ve done, and how do I get 
rid of it? I’ll confess to God and now I feel better.” Confession is not about releasing guilt. 
 
True confession is the first step to repentance (you don’t do it again) and reconciliation 
(bridge that leads you back to making things right with whomever you wronged). Real 
confession is not a secret. It’s telling God and then going to the person you hurt and telling that 
person, “I’m sorry.” We’d rather keep it a secret, wouldn’t we – or just tell God. And if I keeping 
doing whatever I know I should not be doing, I’ll just keep telling God – confessing to God and 
I’ll feel better and I can keep the secret locked inside – and no change. But that’s not 
confession. The goal of confession is change. Remember the prodigal son. He took the 
inheritance and he had the time of his life, spending every last dollar until he hit bottom. And 
suddenly he came to himself – he looked himself in the mirror and realized what he had become 
– and he confessed to God and then he turned away from that behavior and went home to tell 
his own father what he had done. Real confession is opening your soul to someone in addition 
to God. 
 
In the Old Testament, when God delivered the nation of Israel from slavery in Egypt, it was 
chaos. They crossed the Red Sea, headed toward the Promised Land but they had no rules. No 
one knew what it meant to live together in community. So God gave Moses certain laws to guide 
their life together, and here’s what Moses said about confession. It’s in Number 5: Any man or 
woman who wrongs another in any way and so is unfaithful to the LORD is guilty and 
must confess the sin they have committed.  (if you mistreat a person, you are unfaithful to 
God) They must make full restitution for the wrong they have done, add a fifth of the 
value to it and give it all to the person they have wronged. Let’s say I did something or said 
something that was wrong and I say to God, “I’m sorry.” God says, I’m glad you’re sorry but to 
make it right, you also have to confess to that person you wronged. “Can’t we just tell you, God? 
If I tell them, there will be consequences and restitution plus 20%.” And God says, that’s how it 
works. 
 
Hundreds of years later, Jesus is walking into the city of Jericho and a crowd gathers along the 
street to greet him. And there’s a guy up in a tree and his name is Zacchaeus. He’s a tax 
collector. Last week, we learned how tax collectors got so wealthy. They were so corrupt that 
they had their own category of sinner – the worst of the worst. Remember the story of 
Zacchaeus? Jesus goes home with him and his heart changes. Look Lord! Here and now I 
give half of my possessions to the poor, (he comes clean – and he lets the light of Jesus into 
his soul) and if I cheated anybody out of anything. I will pay back four times the amount. 
Restitution. The Old Testament said give back 20% more, but he gives back 400% more. And 
what’s Jesus say? Zacchaeus, don’t get carried away. No, Jesus doesn’t say that. Does Jesus 
say, It’s enough that you confessed to me in private. No! Jesus says, true confession is between 
me, you, and everybody you’ve wronged.  Zacchaeus, let the light in. Jesus says: Today 
salvation has come to this house. Because he’s a changed man. Confession leads to change 
or it’s not really confession. 
 
Here’s what the brother of Jesus said: Confess your sins to each other… (you do that and 
you will have to change) and pray for each other so that you may be healed. Years ago, a 
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member of the church that I was serving at the time called me in a panic. He was in trouble 
financially for some things he had done and as a result, he was behind in the mortgage on the 
house and was about to lose it but nobody knew that – his boss didn’t know, his wife didn’t 
know. But he asked me for help. That church had a fund where we would provide no-interest 
loans to help people through a time of crisis and after discussing the situation with the other 
pastor in the church we decided to make the loan which he promised to repay by the end of the 
year. At the end of the year, I received a note saying he had gotten through the crisis and he 
believed all was forgiven, because he had given the amount that he was loaned to other 
charities. Nobody knew. The secret was locked inside, and I was left to explain what happened 
to the loan. He was playing a game. His behavior didn’t change. And I knew I could never trust 
him. He never let God in – didn’t let anyone in. 
 
We fear consequences, but to keep it a secret has consequences. It’s like a splinter. The longer 
it’s there, the worse it gets. The secret grows and touches everything. The only way to be free is 
confess to God and to the person wronged. It’s opening yourself up to let the light shine in.  
 
“Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says.” What do you 
need to tell and who do you need to tell? Because I’m a follower of Jesus, and I don’t want to 
live in the dark. 
 
Grow, Pray, Study for Week of February 5, 2017 
 
Weekly Prayer: Lord, we want to follow you, but we have not always been faithful to your ways. 
We confess that we have done things that we should not have done, and we have not done 
those things we should have done. Forgive us, and empower us to seek reconciliation and 
wholeness in all our relationships. Help us to be your light in this world. Amen. 
 
Monday, February 6 
 
Scripture: James 1:22-25 
You must be doers of the word and not only hearers who mislead themselves. Those who hear 
but don't do the word are like those who look at their faces in a mirror. They look at themselves, 
walk away, and immediately forget what they were like. But there are those who study the 
perfect law, the law of freedom, and continue to do it. They don't listen and then forget, but they 
put it into practice in their lives. They will be blessed in whatever they do. 
 
Observation: We don’t know for sure who James was, but this letter has been attributed to 
James, the brother of Jesus. James remained in Jerusalem and became a leader in the early 
church. The letter was written to encourage Christians to face up to the challenge of faith. God 
works in us through “the word,” and if that word is truly planted within us, it will be evident in 
what is produced through us. 
 
Application: Everybody can do what it says in the Bible, but those in relationships with God are 
supposed to do these things. That’s the importance of application. It’s not what you get from 
God, but what God does through you. When have you been more concerned about how your 
life looks, than what your life is doing in love and service to Christ? What gives you the 
encouragement to put what you hear into practice? 
 
Prayer: God, thank you for your word and the way in which your word gives me comfort and 
direction. Give me the courage to put what I hear into practice each day, so others will see you 
in me. Amen. 
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Tuesday, February 7 
 
Scripture: Matthew 7:1-5 
“Don't judge, so that you won't be judged. You'll receive the same judgment you give. Whatever 
you deal out will be dealt out to you. Why do you see the splinter that's in your brother's or 
sister's eye, but don't notice the log in your own eye? How can you say to your brother or sister, 
‘Let me take the splinter out of your eye,' when there's a log in your eye? You deceive yourself! 
First take the log out of your eye, and then you'll see clearly to take the splinter out of your 
brother's or sister's eye. 
 
Observation: Jesus warns against condemning others. He clearly had the Pharisees and 
scribes in mind when he said this. There many who were humble, pious individuals, but there 
were also many who wanted a climate where everyone was looking at everyone else to see if 
they were keeping the standards. However, the Pharisees had forgotten to consider their own 
actions. 
 
Application: The Church has the tendency to judge those who are outside the Church, but 
those outside the Church do not know and have not committed themselves to the ways of 
Christ. Instead, “first take the log out of your eye.” When have you pointed a finger at someone 
else’s words or actions only to realize (or failed to notice) that you had said or done something 
similar?  
 
Prayer: Grant me, O Lord, the humility that I need to see me as you see me. Help me to be 
slow to speak, conscious of the way my words will be received. Let grace and goodness be 
what others see in me. Amen. 
 
Wednesday, February 8 
 
Scripture: Matthew 7:24-27 
"Everybody who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise builder 
who built a house on bedrock. The rain fell, the floods came, and the wind blew and beat 
against that house. It didn't fall because it was firmly set on bedrock. But everybody who hears 
these words of mine and doesn't put them into practice will be like a fool who built a house on 
sand. The rain fell, the floods came, and the wind blew and beat against that house. It fell and 
was completely destroyed." 
 
Observation: Jesus concludes his Sermon on the Mount with this warning that his hearers will 
be judged, not on their direct response to God, but on whether they hear these words and do 
them. Whether they let their ears enjoy the sound of the words but then leave them as a 
memory without doing anything about them. This is the difference between a house that 
remains standing in a storm and a house that is washed away. 
 
Application: Those who were listening to Jesus would have thought of the house (i.e. Temple 
in Jerusalem) that Herod was continuing to build. Since it was built on rock, they thought it 
would stand forever. Jesus knew that’s not what would happen. It would be destroyed, but his 
teaching would last forever. How is the teaching of Jesus the foundation on which your life is 
built?  
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Prayer: Lord, help me to hear what you want me to hear so that your message will shape me 
into the strong and faith-filled person you call me to be. Let me be a person of Christian integrity 
whose words are matched by my actions, for the sake of Jesus Christ, my Lord. Amen. 
 
Thursday, February 9 
 
Scripture: Numbers 5:5-8 
The LORD spoke to Moses: Tell the Israelites: When a man or a woman commits any sin 
against anyone else, thus breaking faith with the LORD, that person becomes guilty. Such 
persons will confess the sin they have done. Each will make payment for his guilt, add one-fifth 
more, and give it to the injured party. If the person has no close relative to whom the payment 
can be made, then the compensation payment will go to the LORD for the priest. This is in 
addition to the ram of reconciliation by which the guilty party himself is reconciled. 
 
Observation: Our readings for the rest of the week will focus on confession. The Law of Moses 
was meant to bring order to the community and strengthen their relationship with God – and 
each other. Confession was not just a means to find relief from guilt. There were people who 
made confession to God but continued to function as though they had done nothing wrong. True 
confession also included restitution.  
 
Application: Have you experienced a time when someone said, “I’m sorry” and confessed the 
wrong that was done but never changed his or her behavior? Is that true confession? Restitution 
is the effort to correct the wrong or to live in a new/changed way. When have you make a 
confession and also made restitution? 
 
Prayer: As far as the east is from the west, so far does God remove our transgressions from us. 
(Psalm 103:12) Thank you, God that you promise forgiveness. Help me to live as the person 
who has been forgiven and changed by your forgiveness. Amen. 
 
Friday, February 10 
 
Scripture: Luke 19:1-10 
Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through town. A man there named Zacchaeus, a ruler 
among tax collectors, was rich. He was trying to see who Jesus was, but, being a short man, he 
couldn't because of the crowd. So he ran ahead and climbed up a sycamore tree so he could 
see Jesus, who was about to pass that way. When Jesus came to that spot, he looked up and 
said, "Zacchaeus, come down at once. I must stay in your home today." So Zacchaeus came 
down at once, happy to welcome Jesus. Everyone who saw this grumbled, saying, "He has 
gone to be the guest of a sinner." Zacchaeus stopped and said to the Lord, "Look, Lord, I give 
half of my possessions to the poor. And if I have cheated anyone, I repay them four times as 
much." Jesus said to him, "Today, salvation has come to this household because he too is a 
son of Abraham. The Human One came to seek and save the lost." 
 
Observation: Zacchaeus was not only a tax collector but the chief tax collector. He had other 
tax collectors who worked for him. Consequently, he was wealthy, and had become wealthy at 
the expense of the people. Everyone knew he was corrupt and could not be trusted. He 
represented all that was wrong with first century life. He was “small” but not just physically. But 
that changed when he met Jesus. 
 
Application: Notice Zacchaeus’ act of restitution. His was a changed life – not in words alone 
but in action. “I give half of my possessions to the poor. And if I have cheated anyone, I repay 
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them four times as much.” If true confession is a bridge to restore relationships, how do you 
think Zacchaeus’ act changed his stature (i.e. position in the community)?  
 
Prayer: Lord God, lead me to that place where I can see that I have wandered from your path. 
As you forgive me, let that forgiveness set me free to bridge whatever I have done to harm 
others. Empower me to make the necessary restitution to be restored to your path. Amen.  
 
Saturday, February 11 
 
Scripture: James 5:16 
For this reason, confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be 
healed. The prayer of the righteous person is powerful in what it can achieve. 
 
Observation: James brings the Christian life right down to the practical level. There is work to 
be done. James saw this in his older brother, Jesus who embodied new life and forgiveness. 
Prayer overlaps heaven and earth, the present and the future producing the fuel that is 
necessary for healing and wholeness.  
 
Application: There are behaviors that will not be broken simply by telling God. If it remains a 
secret, it is like a splinter. It is not until the splinter is removed that healing is complete. Genuine 
change begins when you open your soul and confess to a real live person. It is releasing the 
secret/splinter and seeking reconciliation by the grace of God. 
 
Prayer: God, thank you for your grace and love for me that is unconditional. Give me the 
wisdom to know what to do with your teaching in scripture. Then give me the courage to step 
forward and put that teaching into practice each day. Amen. 


