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Thinking Theologically Through Worship IV: Confession and Forgiveness 

 

One of the main elements of a worship service after the greeting is a moment 

of confession and forgiveness. In fact, in some traditions such as the Lutheran 

liturgy, confession and forgiveness is a liturgical moment that even precedes 

the actual church service – the thought being that we cannot begin to worship 

God and approach the Lord’s table before our sins have been dealt with. This 

goes back to the Catholic tradition in which one would “go to confession” on 

Saturday evening, the night before one would receive communion. John  

Calvin however insisted that confession and absolution be part of the public 

worship of the Christian community. Not without opposition though – for 

many Protestants, both in the sixteenth century and in our age, the public 

declaration of forgiveness by a minister felt too priestly and authoritarian, and 

they wanted to get rid of it altogether. But Calvin insisted, using very strong 

words in his formulation of the absolution: “To all those that repent…, and 

look to Jesus Christ for their salvation, I declare that the absolution of sins is 

effected, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. 

Amen” (The Form of Church Prayers, 1545).  

 

This is not a prayer nor a wish, but a declaration, and that is how Calvin meant 

it: “While the duty of mutual admonition and rebuke is entrusted to all  

Christians, it is especially enjoined upon ministers. Thus, although all of us 

ought to console one another and confirm one another in assurance of divine 

mercy, we see that the ministers themselves have been ordained witnesses 

and sponsors of *divine mercy+ to assure our consciences of forgiveness of 

sins, to the extent that they are said to forgive sins and to loose souls…  For 

when the whole church stands, as it were, before God’s judgment seat, confesses itself guilty, and has its sole 

refuge in God’s mercy, it is no common or light solace to have present there the ambassador of Christ, armed 

with the mandate of reconciliation, by whom *the church+ hears proclaimed its absolution *cf. II Cor. 

5:20+” (Institutes, III.iv.12, 14). The last sentences are the key to Calvin’s argument. All Christians are to  

encourage each other to trust in God’s forgiveness; but when the minister declares absolution it is different, 

because due to her ordination, she is an ambassador of Christ. And characteristic of ambassadorial speaking is 

that what an ambassador says does not count as his words, but as words of the one he represents. When the 

ambassador of France goes to the White House and speaks with the president, the ambassador may be  

speaking, but what he says is not heard as the words of that person, but as the words of the President of the 

French Republic. Likewise, when the minister speaks words of forgiveness, these words are not prayers, or 

wishes, as in the case of one Christian’s admonition of another, but they actually count as the declaration of 

forgiveness by God self – because the minister is God’s ambassador.  

 

Of course, all of this has consequences for the way the “forgiveness of sins” is enacted in our liturgies. Many 

worship books have highly objective declarations of forgiveness (“I declare to you in the name of Jesus Christ, 

you are forgiven) as well as declarations that are more prayers or admonitions (“Know that you are forgiven”). 

When you find yourself leading a congregation in confession and forgiveness, you may want to ask yourself: 

What exactly am I doing here? By what authority am I speaking these words; and what words do best match 

the authority I do or do not have?        

 

Chapel this week: 

 

 The book of Deuteronomy is presented as sermons spoken by Moses to the Hebrews who are camped on the 

threshold of the Promised Land. The land is within sight, but not quite within reach. Deuteronomy, therefore, 

is the word of God for the people of God who are poised for the future. And herein can be found the  

significance of the book of Deuteronomy for the people of God of any time. The week of Chapel will focus on 

the book of Deuteronomy as the word of God for the people of God who are looking to the future, wondering 

what the future will hold, wondering what the will of God holds for them in an uncertain time and place. 
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TEAM 

 

Monday 

1.30.2012 

 

Text 

Leviticus 19:18 

 

Four Meditations 

    The Lord is One  

Drew Bell 

  

With All Your Heart 

           Alex Nelson  

 

With All Your Soul 

          Chris Pachter 

  

    With All Your Might 

Chad Bogdewic  

 

Tuesday 

1.31.2012 

 

Text 

Deuteronomy 1:22-31 

Matthew 16:21-23 

Communion Today 

Dr. Durlesser  

Presiding 

 

Wednesday 

2.1.2012 

 

Text 

Deuteronomy 

 

Three meditations  

The Garden of Eden  

Eric Oliver 

 

Covenant B’nai  

Ha-Midbar  

Jake Horner 

 

If I Be Lifted Up  

Rev. Bobby James Smith 

 

Thursday 

2.2.2012 

 

Morning Chapel 

MUI Candidate in 

Chapel 

Special Evening  

Chapel - 5:00 pm 

Deuteronomy 8 & 34 

Meditation  

Judith Tobias 


