
Grace and peace be unto you, from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.  Amen. 
 

 

I want to start the sermon today by looking back first at the beginning of our worship 
service together.  Please open your bulletins to the first page and let’s look at the Brief 
Order of Confession and Forgiveness.  It is an ancient catholic practice of the liturgy to 
prepare ourselves for worship.  But have you ever thought about what it means to truly 
confess… 

Look there at what the leader says at the beginning… 

Almighty God, 
to whom all hearts are open, 
all desires known, 
and from whom no secrets are hid: 

A powerful admission that we step into this sacred place already exposed to God’s 
scrutiny.   

And then we get to the heart of the confession… 

Most merciful God, 
we confess 
that we are captive to sin 
and cannot free ourselves. 
We have sinned against you 
in thought, word and deed, 
by what we have done 
and by what we have left undone. 

This is spoken by the entire congregation… all of us together.  In fact, you’ll notice that 
there is not one person (either me or Pr. Rachel) standing up front facing the congregation 
and leading you all in some litany of contrition.  But instead, we are all turned to face the 
font… confessing our sins to God along with everyone else.  As we face this direction, we 
are acknowledging that it is only through the way of our baptism that we even dare to ask 
for forgiveness. And it is through Christ’s death on the cross that we receive it.  

I don’t know about you, but this time of confession is a very special part of the liturgy for 
me.  Even though it may not seem to be popular in a modern context to admit openly to 
our flaws and our sins, this confession is so levelling.  By this I mean that every one of us 
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admits, right up front, before we do any other part of the liturgy, that we enter into this 
space as sinners and are in need of forgiveness.  

It sounds a lot like the practice in 12-step programs like Alcoholics Anonymous–when 
someone speaks, the first thing they say is something like “hi, I’m Jesse, and I’m an 
alcoholic”.  This practice strips away any façade the speaker might have that they are any 
different—any better than anyone else in the room.  Anything they say following this 
statement is said in the context of the fact of their alcoholism.  They can’t preach down, 
put on airs, or pretend that they’ve ended their addiction to alcohol.  No matter who they 
are, no matter what they’ve been through, they are still powerless over their addiction. 

So, just like those programs, when we come to this confession, we acknowledge that 
everything that follows during the service is said and done in the context of our sinfulness.  
No secrets are hidden from God as we enter into worship… we are stretched out and 
exposed—in our most vulnerable posture at the very beginning—confessing what we have 
done and what we have left undone… and hoping for mercy.   

This is right where the author of today’s second reading in Hebrews meets us…  

Indeed, the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged 
sword, piercing until it divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able 
to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And before God no 
creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of the one to 
whom we must render an account. 

Just like when we offer those words of confession, so too when we hear the Word of God 
proclaimed, we can feel the conviction.  When have you been pierced by one passage of 
Scripture and felt judgment?  Where have you felt sliced to your marrow feeling like you 
have fallen short of what God has planned for your life but powerless to turn things 
around?   

Luther reminds us that the Word of God has a two-fold message… in it we must hear the 
Law… that evidence that we cannot by our own works deserve God’s grace… the 
knowledge that we constantly fall short of God’s expectations and we are left wounded, 
raw and vulnerable.  

But that is where the author of Hebrews reminds us not to lose heart!  That is where 
Luther says we must “flee to the Gospel” to find healing in our despair… 
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Since, then, we have a great high priest who has passed through the 
heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast to our confession. 

“Hold fast to our confession…” meaning that our admission of guilt and sin at the 
beginning of our liturgy is not the end.  That would be only Law… that’s only half of the 
story.  No, in these next verses we have the Gospel and that is where we can find salvation 
and mercy…   

This is the Good News from our reading today says… 

For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our 
weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we 
are, yet without sin.  Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with 
boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of 
need. 

This is an important distinction not only for us today, but also for the community who 
would have received this message in earlier times.  It is a radical idea to claim an 
advantage in having a God who was once in human form.   

For the community who received this message in Greco-Roman times—those early times 
of the Christian church—“gods” could never have “human” experience.  Their gods were 
far removed from the daily toil and struggles of the human existence… they were gods 
after all, what use would they have of human emotions, pain, or suffering?   

So, to claim that our God, through Jesus Christ, became human… suffered, knew 
temptation, experienced hunger, felt fear and also died… that would have been seen as 
impotence and folly.  The prevailing theory of the period was that gods were triumphant 
heroes of the empire with no weaknesses or defeats.  So what possible victory could be 
found in a god who took human form? 

Ah, but to the community of Christians of the period who heard this message from 
Hebrews—and for that matter, for us hearing this in our modern context—there is a 
triumph all its own in knowing that our God has walked among us and lived as one of us.   

It is in one simple word… Emmanuel… God with us! 

There is a Greek word in this passage from Hebrews… συμπαθέω. (sum-pa-the-oh) which 
means to sympathize with!  Not have pity on… not to have sad feelings FOR… No, this 
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word has the unique distinction of being in sympathy WITH… alongside… in solidarity… 
accompaniment.  

In Jesus Christ, when we make our confession, we have someone who isn’t sitting above us 
removed from our pain, but we have a savior that knows our suffering.  This is a God who 
doesn’t run away when people are in despair, but instead sits at our side sharing our hurts 
and our fears.  He was “tested as we are…” the Scripture says… and whatever weakness 
we have, whatever secret sin of the heart we have experienced, whatever lack of trust has 
been exposed, Jesus, too has faced that and more… and Jesus is with us in the midst of our 
own trials. 

Jesus suffers WITH us and not just FOR us.  This Lord, Jesus Christ, meets us in places of 
temptation, weakness, suffering, agony, disappointment, and wounds so raw that they 
have not yet healed… and he sticks with us, enduring our pain when we think we cannot 
survive for one more minute.  

What secrets weigh heavy on you today?  What burdens do you carry that you keep close 
to your heart and cannot share with anyone else?  I would remind you that according to 
the words of Scripture for today, you can be sure Jesus is with you in that place. 

In our confession we acknowledge that no secrets are hidden… We are all sinners, we are 
all powerless over our sinful condition, and none of us can pretend otherwise.  In our 
confession, we are pared down to the bare bones of our brokenness and incompleteness… 
we admit our captivity and our need for grace. 

But the Good News is that our Lord Jesus is with us in this confession… in solidarity with 
our suffering, in concert with our concerns.  We may be laying ourselves bare before God, 
but we also have an Advocate… one who knows us deeply and who loves us deeply… so 
much so, that he gave his life that we might live. 

When we come to this table, Jesus brings us back to our best selves… he renews us with 
God’s healing grace through his body and blood. 

So, in the words of our reading from Hebrews today… 

Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may 
receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need. 

Come to this table boldly… knowing that God sees you, ALL of you… and God claims you as 
God’s own.  That is Good News indeed!  Thanks be to God! 


