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Years ago, I helped to coach a high school rugby team and one Friday night, because of injuries we had to play one 
of our rookies in the back line of our varsity squad.  But since the kid was older and the starting quarterback on the 
football team, our head coach wanted to give him a chance.  I had noticed in practice that this player had a 
tendency to try to run around the opposition instead of running directly at them and then passing the ball to a 
teammate which is the essence of rugby.  So before the game, I and one of the other coaches took him aside to 
remind him not to hog the ball but to always look for an open teammate to pass to.  I’ll never forget what he said. 
“Natural athletes don’t need coaching. Michael Jordan doesn’t need coaching and neither do I.” I looked at the 
other coach and we both shrugged our shoulders and walked away.  Well, by the beginning of the second half, the 
head coach had pulled the natural athlete off the field because of the damage he was doing to his teammates.  
Solomon, the wisest man of his time said that you can tell immediately whether a person is wise or foolish by the 
way they respond to correction.  Prov 10:17 says, “He is on the path of life who heeds instruction but he who 
ignores reproof goes astray.”   Proverbs 12:1 says that“he who hates reproof is stupid.”  while Proverbs 13:18 says 
that “he who regards reproof will be honored.”  The wise person knows that nobody is born wise.  Wisdom has to 
be attained.  And one of the primary ways we become wise is by responding positively to reproof and correction.  
That’s why Solomon says the wise love those who reprove them while the fool hates to be reproved. And what I 
hope to be able to show you this morning from the ninth chapter of the story of Nehemiah is that the impact the 
Scriptures have on our life depends largely on how we respond to their reproof.  
 
Once Nehemiah completes the rebuilding of the walls around Jerusalem, he begins rebuilding of the people of 
Jerusalem.  Even though Jerusalem is a far more secure city with its walls in place, serious problems continue 
within. God has taken His people out of Babylon but He still needs to get Babylon out of His people.  And in that 
sense, the story of Nehemiah is a picture of our own salvation.  The return of the Jews from exile and the 
rebuilding of the walls is a picture of how God saves us.  Sin exiles us from God and like Jerusalem, our lives are in 
ruins. But just as God sent Nehemiah to rebuild Jerusalem, He sent Jesus to save and to rebuild us.  When we 
believe in Christ and ask Him to be our Savior and Lord, He comes into our life, forgives our sins, and makes us new 
people. However, that’s just the beginning.  Because even though in Christ, we’re safe and on our way to heaven, 
we still struggle with sin and unbelief.  And just as Nehemiah needs to rebuild the people of Jerusalem into the 
people of God, so Jesus begins working in our life to make us like Himself.  Chapters 8-13 are a picture of that 
process and as we learned last week, God works in His people’s lives through His word.  Paul writes in 2 Tim 3:16-
17, “All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching (that’s what happens in chapter 8 as the priests 
teach the Law of God to the citizens of Jerusalem.) reproof (chapter 9 - what we’re going to look at this morning), 
correction (chapter 10) and training in righteousness (chapter 13) that the man of God may be adequate and 
equipped for every good work.“  The Bible is the way God works in our life, the way His Spirit speaks to us and 
molds us and changes us.  So why is it that often the people who seem to know the Bible best seem least affected 
by it?  Why is it that some of the best Bible teachers seem to be untouched by what they’re teaching?  Why does 
reading the Bible and getting something out of it often seem so difficult?  One reason may be that we’re not using 
the Bible biblically. We never go beyond learning what it says, never get beyond the information the Scriptures 
teach us.  We never get to reproof, correction and training in righteousness. To reprove means to convince us that 
we’re wrong and where we need to change.  And the proper response to reproof is confession: agreeing with God 
that we’re wrong and He’s right, so that we can move on to correcting our course.  If the Bible is playing the role in 
my life which God intends, regular confession will be a habit.  What I hope to show you this morning is that regular 
confession is as necessary to my spiritual health as regular breathing is to my physical health. So this morning, I 
want to look at what confession is and what it’s not. 
 
Chapter 9 is Israel’s prayer of confession and it is the longest recorded prayer in the Old Testament. We’ll read it all 
the way through, and see what we can learn about what real confession is and what it is not.  “Now on the twenty-
fourth day of this month the sons of Israel assembled with fasting, in sackcloth and with dirt upon them.  The 
descendants of Israel separated themselves from all foreigners, and stood and confessed their sins and the 



iniquities of their fathers. While they stood in their place, they read from the book of the law of the LORD their God 
for a fourth of the day; and for another fourth they confessed and worshiped the LORD their God. Now on the 
Levites' platform stood Jeshua, Bani, Kadmiel, Shebaniah, Bunni, Sherebiah, Bani and Chenani, and they cried with 
a loud voice to the LORD their God. Then the Levites, Jeshua, Kadmiel, Bani, Hashabneiah, Sherebiah, Hodiah, 
Shebaniah and Pethahiah, said, "Arise, bless the LORD your God forever and ever! O may Your glorious name be 
blessed And exalted above all blessing and praise! You alone are the LORD. You have made the heavens, The 
heaven of heavens with all their host, The earth and all that is on it, The seas and all that is in them. You give life to 
all of them And the heavenly host bows down before You.  You are the LORD God, Who chose Abram And brought 
him out from Ur of the Chaldees, And gave him the name Abraham. You found his heart faithful before You, And 
made a covenant with him To give {him} the land of the Canaanite, Of the Hittite and the Amorite, Of the Perizzite, 
the Jebusite and the Girgashite-- To give {it} to his descendants. And You have fulfilled Your promise, For You are 
righteous. You saw the affliction of our fathers in Egypt, And heard their cry by the Red Sea. Then You performed 
signs and wonders against Pharaoh, Against all his servants and all the people of his land; For You knew that they 
acted arrogantly toward them, And made a name for Yourself as {it is} this day. You divided the sea before them, So 
they passed through the midst of the sea on dry ground; And their pursuers You hurled into the depths, Like a stone 
into raging waters.  And with a pillar of cloud You led them by day, And with a pillar of fire by night To light for 
them the way In which they were to go. Then You came down on Mount Sinai, And spoke with them from heaven; 
You gave them just ordinances and true laws, Good statutes and commandments. So You made known to them 
Your holy sabbath, And laid down for them commandments, statutes and law, Through Your servant Moses. You 
provided bread from heaven for them for their hunger, You brought forth water from a rock for them for their 
thirst, And You told them to enter in order to possess The land which You swore to give them. But they, our fathers, 
acted arrogantly; They became stubborn and would not listen to Your commandments. They refused to listen, And 
did not remember Your wondrous deeds which You had performed among them; So they became stubborn and 
appointed a leader to return to their slavery in Egypt. But You are a God of forgiveness, Gracious and 
compassionate, Slow to anger and abounding in lovingkindness; And You did not forsake them. Even when they 
made for themselves A calf of molten metal And said, 'This is your God Who brought you up from Egypt,' And 
committed great blasphemies, You, in Your great compassion, did not forsake them in the wilderness; The pillar of 
cloud did not leave them by day, To guide them on their way, Nor the pillar of fire by night, to light for them the 
way in which they were to go.  You gave Your good Spirit to instruct them, Your manna You did not withhold from 
their mouth, And You gave them water for their thirst.  Indeed, forty years You provided for them in the wilderness 
{and} they were not in want; Their clothes did not wear out, nor did their feet swell.  You also gave them kingdoms 
and peoples, And allotted {them} to them as a boundary. They took possession of the land of Sihon the king of 
Heshbon And the land of Og the king of Bashan. You made their sons numerous as the stars of heaven, And You 
brought them into the land Which You had told their fathers to enter and possess.  So their sons entered and 
possessed the land. And You subdued before them the inhabitants of the land, the Canaanites, And You gave them 
into their hand, with their kings and the peoples of the land, To do with them as they desired. They captured 
fortified cities and a fertile land. They took possession of houses full of every good thing, Hewn cisterns, vineyards, 
olive groves, Fruit trees in abundance. So they ate, were filled and grew fat, And reveled in Your great goodness.  
But they became disobedient and rebelled against You, And cast Your law behind their backs And killed Your 
prophets who had admonished them So that they might return to You, And they committed great blasphemies. 
Therefore You delivered them into the hand of their oppressors who oppressed them, But when they cried to You in 
the time of their distress, You heard from heaven, and according to Your great compassion You gave them 
deliverers who delivered them from the hand of their oppressors. But as soon as they had rest, they did evil again 
before You; Therefore You abandoned them to the hand of their enemies, so that they ruled over them. When they 
cried again to You, You heard from heaven, And many times You rescued them according to Your compassion, and 
admonished them in order to turn them back to Your law. Yet they acted arrogantly and did not listen to Your 
commandments but sinned against Your ordinances, By which if a man observes them he shall live. And they turned 
a stubborn shoulder and stiffened their neck, and would not listen. However, You bore with them for many years, 
And admonished them by Your Spirit through Your prophets, Yet they would not give ear. Therefore You gave them 
into the hand of the peoples of the lands.  Nevertheless, in Your great compassion You did not make an end of them 
or forsake them, For You are a gracious and compassionate God. Now therefore, our God, the great, the mighty, 
and the awesome God, who keeps covenant and lovingkindness, Do not let all the hardship seem insignificant 
before You, Which has come upon us, our kings, our princes, our priests, our prophets, our fathers and on all Your 



people, From the days of the kings of Assyria to this day. However, You are just in all that has come upon us; For 
You have dealt faithfully, but we have acted wickedly.  For our kings, our leaders, our priests and our fathers have 
not kept Your law Or paid attention to Your commandments and Your admonitions with which You have 
admonished them. But they, in their own kingdom, With Your great goodness which You gave them, With the broad 
and rich land which You set before them, Did not serve You or turn from their evil deeds.  Behold, we are slaves 
today, And as to the land which You gave to our fathers to eat of its fruit and its bounty, Behold, we are slaves in it.  
Its abundant produce is for the kings Whom You have set over us because of our sins; They also rule over our bodies 
And over our cattle as they please, So we are in great distress. Now because of all this We are making an 
agreement in writing; And on the sealed document {are the names of} our leaders, our Levites {and} our priests."  
(Neh. 9:1-38) Once again, like they did in chapter 8 the Jews of Jerusalem gather to hear the Scriptures taught, and 
this time to also confess their sins and to worship God.  So what is confession?  Confession is responding to God’s 
reproof and correction of my life, agreeing with God that what He calls sin is sin. And from this chapter, it is clear 
that confession must be my response to the Word of God.  Notice that the Jews read the Scriptures for three hours 
and then in response to what they heard, confessed their sins and worshiped God for three hours.  And that’s why 
confession isn’t a regular habit for many people.  We don’t know what we need to confess.  We are unconsciously 
incompetent - blind to the ways we’re destroying our own life.  Because Proverbs 16:2 says, “The ways of a man 
are right in his own sight.”  It’s only human to justify our behavior, to think that we can do no wrong and to ignore 
any evidence to the contrary.  Which is why we need the word of God. God’s Spirit speaks to our hearts through 
His word, revealing sin. Reproof is where the Scriptures get personal.  Reproof is the bridge between information 
and application.  And the proper response to reproof is confession.  Now to better understand what true 
confession involves, let’s look at what true confession is not.  
 
True confession is not just feeling bad about what I have done.  Most people, unless their conscience is no longer 
functioning, at one time or another feel bad about what they’ve done.  Everybody experiences regret.  But feelings 
of regret is not the same as confession.  Look at what Paul writes in 2 Cor. 7:10, “For the sorrow that is according to 
the will of God produces a repentance without regret, leading to salvation, but the sorrow of the world produces 
death.”  Paul says there are two kinds of sorrow.  One comes from God.  The other does not.  One kind of sorrow 
produces a repentance without regret leading to salvation.  But the other kind of sorrow which comes from the 
world - the sadness and regret which is common to people living in this world - produces only death.  Here’s why.  
The sorrow everybody experiences is a self-centered sorrow.  Maybe we’re sad because we don’t get we want.  Or 
we lose something or somebody we think we can’t live without.  Or we’re disappointed in ourselves and feel guilty 
and worthless.  Or we’re embarrassed because people find out what we did. In any case, the sorrow of the world is 
all about me - what I want, what I need, what I lost. And Paul says that kind of sorrow leads to death - despair, 
bitterness, hopelessness and paralysis - because it doesn’t address the true cause of our sorrow.  Think about 
Judas. When Judas saw the outcome of his betrayal of Jesus, that Jesus was going to be executed, the Bible says 
that he felt remorse, that he was filled with regret.  “What was I thinking?  Why did I do that?  I’ve made a huge 
mistake!”  Judas immediately returns the silver he was paid for betraying Jesus and says “I have sinned by 
betraying innocent blood.”  He tries to repair the damage he’s done.  But he can’t.  And so Judas hangs himself. His 
sorrow over what he had done killed him.  Because the sorrow of the world leads to hopelessness, despair and 
ultimately to death.  Contrast Judas with Peter.  Peter also betrayed Christ.  He denied that he even knew Him.  
And when Peter realized what he had done, the Scripture says he went out and wept bitterly.  But Peter didn’t kill 
himself.  Peter repented.  He threw himself on God’s mercy.  “I can’t fix this but You can.  I repent.  I don’t want to 
do this again.  Only You can save me from myself.”  Peter confessed and repented and became a great apostle.  
One man’s sorrow drove him to suicide.  The other man’s sorrow drove him to God.  So confession is more than 
just feeling bad about what you’ve done.  Because most people feel bad about what they’ve done.  So how can I 
know which kind sorrow I’m experiencing - the sorrow which is from God or the sorrow which is from the world?  
Here’s the test.  Did that sorrow produce lasting change?  A guy looks at porn on the internet and feels guilty about 
it later.  He promises himself he’ll never do that again.  And he is sincere.  He feels bad, dirty, degraded by what 
he’s done.  He is full of regret.  Yet in a few days, once those feelings are gone, he will look again.  Has he 
experienced sorrow?  Yes.  Has he repented?  No. That’s the difference between regret and repentance.  Regret is 
based in pride.  I’m disappointed in myself.  I’m capable of better than this. Repentance is based in humility.  I am a 
sinner.  I’m enslaved to sin.  I’m not capable of better.  That’s why I need a Savior.  Regret is self-centered.  We’re 
only concerned about ourselves. I don’t like how this makes me feel. I don’t like the consequences. Repentance is 



God-centered.  I’ve sinned against God and I have to be right with Him. Regret feels bad because it got caught.  
Repentance feels bad because it sinned against God - regardless if anybody else knows about it or not.  So 
confession is more than feeling bad about what we’ve done.   Which brings us to the second thing true confession 
is not.  
 
Confession is not just admitting that I was wrong. Early in our marriage, whenever I did something wrong, I 
discovered that I could defuse the conflict between Laurie and I if I would admit I was wrong immediately and ask 
for forgiveness.  And that worked - for a little while.  But when Laurie saw me continue to do the same thing and 
then ask to be forgiven, she figured out my little game. She didn’t just want an apology.  She wanted repentance - 
a change in my behavior. Regret is feeling bad about what we’ve done.  But repentance is taking action because we 
feel bad - behaving differently.  If I’m constantly confessing the same sin over and over, then I haven’t really 
agreed with God about that sin, that it is truly evil.  It is so easy to rationalize our behavior by thinking, “Well, I 
know that what I did was wrong.  So I’m ok with God.”  Notice that the Jews didn’t stop with agreeing with God 
that what they had done was wrong. They said, “Now because of all this we are making an agreement in writing;” 
Then commit themselves in writing to correcting their behavior.  We’ll talk more about this step next Sunday.  True 
confession leads to action.  
 
Third, confession does not just focus on behavior, but also on the heart: on not only what I did but it also on why I 
did it.  Throughout this prayer, there is a contrast between the goodness and faithfulness of God and Israel’s 
rebellion. But they became disobedient and rebelled against You, And cast Your law behind their backs And killed 
Your prophets who had admonished them So that they might return to You, And they committed great 
blasphemies. Therefore You delivered them into the hand of their oppressors who oppressed them, Sin is rebellion 
to God.  Sin is making anything more important than God, letting anything control us besides God, trusting 
anything more than we trust God, looking to anything else to give us what we need instead of to God.  There is a 
wide variety of sins but only one motivation for sin - unbelief.  Not believing in God’s loving care and goodness and 
striking out on our own.  And if I only confess the behavior and never get down to the motive, then I’m only 
dealing with the symptom and never with the actual disease; which is why we find ourselves confessing the same 
sin over and over.  Because we’re not repenting of the attitude that produced that sin.  And if we hadn’t been 
caught or if that sin had not caused us pain or if it was possible to continue to live in that sin without any adverse 
consequences, we would - then we haven’t really confessed.    If I’m not dealing with my heart in confession, I’m 
not really confessing.  Did you notice in Israel’s prayer of confession how they recognized that their current slavery 
was due to their rebellion against God? “However, You are just in all that has come upon us; For You have dealt 
faithfully, but we have acted wickedly.  For our kings, our leaders, our priests and our fathers have not kept Your 
law Or paid attention to Your commandments and Your admonitions with which You have admonished them. But 
they, in their own kingdom, With Your great goodness which You gave them, With the broad and rich land which 
You set before them, Did not serve You or turn from their evil deeds.  Behold, we are slaves today, And as to the 
land which You gave to our fathers to eat of its fruit and its bounty, Behold, we are slaves in it.  Its abundant 
produce is for the kings Whom You have set over us because of our sins; They also rule over our bodies And over our 
cattle as they please, So we are in great distress.”  Why are the Jews enslaved to the Persians?   Why does the land 
God gave to them now belong to  someone else?  Because Israel did not serve God or turn from their evil deeds, 
God made them slaves of others.  And that’s a theme which runs throughout Scripture.  One of the primary ways 
God judges sin is to turn us over to those sins.   In Romans 1, Paul says that because people did not honor Him as 
God but instead worshiped the creation rather than the Creator, God gave them over to the rule of their own lusts.  
Which means that if I am enslaved to some sin, that sin is simply a symptom of a deeper problem with God.  Every 
sin is just a symptom of misplaced affections, of loving something more than we love God, of what the Bible calls 
idolatry.  My problem is not that I’m not disciplined enough to free myself of that sin.  My problem is that I don’t 
have the power to free myself apart from God and until my relationship with Him is restored, I will continue to be 
enslaved.  That’s why confession deals with more than just behavior.  Behavior is a symptom that something is 
wrong in my heart. 
 
That’s why confession is the correct response to the reproofs we receive from the Scriptures.  Proverbs 28:13 tells 
us. “He who conceals his transgressions will not prosper but he who confesses and forsakes them will find 
compassion.”  meaning compassion from God.  We can’t forsake our sins without first confessing our sins to God  - 



because we need God’s strength and help to forsake them.  I’m not separated from God because I’m enslaved to 
sin.  I’m enslaved to sin because I’m separated from God.  And confession is the way I step back into right 
relationship with Him.  Confession is stepping out of self-deception and back into reality, out of estrangement and 
distance to God and back into intimacy with Him, out of shame and into forgiveness, out of powerlessness before 
my sins and into power over them.  Look at what the apostle John writes in 1 John 1:6-10.  “If we say that we have 
fellowship with Him and yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth” - You can’t walk in 
fellowship with God and in the darkness at the same time - you’re just fooling yourself.  So what does John means 
by “the darkness” here?  Let’s read on. “but if we walk in the Light as He Himself is in the Light, we have fellowship 
with one another and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us from all sin.  If we say that we have no sin, we are 
deceiving ourselves and the truth is not in us.  If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our 
sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.  If we say we have not sinned, we make Him a liar and His word is 
not in us.”  Notice that walking in the light and in fellowship with God does not mean walking sinlessly.  Because 
John says that when we walk in the light and in fellowship with God, the blood of Jesus cleanses us from all sin - so 
we’re going to be sinning when we walk in the light.  So what does walking in the light mean? It doesn’t mean 
sinlessness but it does mean being honest about our sin, confessing our sins before God which keeps us in 
fellowship with God.  It’s not my sin that puts me in darkness, it is my refusal to confess that sin.  And the longer I 
refuse to confess, the further into darkness and self-deception I slide. Let’s imagine that Christlikeness - behaving 
like Jesus, doing what Jesus would do in every situation - as a straight line.  Nobody is Christlike so we often 
wander from that line.  Notice that the boundaries where God’s Spirit reproves our conscience from His Word are 
wider when we are younger and don’t know the Bible and as our knowledge of God and His word grows, the 
boundaries become narrower.  But no matter how long I’ve been a Christian, it’s always my refusal to confess what 
God identifies as sin that puts me into darkness.  So when I’ve been a Christian for a week, and God convicts me 
that robbing gas stations is a sin, I can either agree with God and stay in the light, or I can disagree and step into 
the darkness.  Or when I’ve been a Christian for 20 years and God convicts me of my negative, cynical attitude 
toward life, I can either agree with Him and remain in the light or deny that’s a sin and step into darkness.  That’s 
why no matter how long I’ve been a believer, I need to be regularly confessing my sins to stay in fellowship with 
God.   
 
Which brings us back to the way we approach the scriptures.  Reproof is the bridge between information and 
application.  I can’t change until I recognize my need to change and so even though I understand what a passage 
teaches, I’m not finished.  I need to ask, where do I fall short?  Or do I really believe this to be true?  If I read the 
story of the Good Samaritan, I need to ask myself, do I love my neighbor the way the Good Samaritan loved the 
stranger on the Jericho road?  And if not, why?  If I read Phil. 4:7, “Be anxious for nothing...” I need to ask myself, 
am I tolerating worry?  And if so, why?  And when I read Nehemiah 9, I need to ask, “Are there sins I need to 
confess to be in fellowship with God?”   If the Bible feels stale, it’s likely because you are closing your ears to its 
reproof.  The goal of reading the Bible is not to simply know what’s in the Bible, it’s trusting the God of the Bible 
and doing what He says.  
 
If you’re feeling distant from God, step back into the light. Confess your sins.  You will experience His presence in 
an entirely new way.  And the more regular you become in taking the reproofs of Scripture seriously and 
confessing your sins, the stronger you’ll find yourself becoming spiritually.  But don’t think that God forgives our 
sins simply because we confess them.  That would be like a criminal thinking that by pleading guilty, he will avoid 
doing any prison time.  God doesn’t forgive our sins because we confess them, He forgives our sins because Christ 
bore the punishment for them.  That’s why John says, “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us 
our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”  God is just in forgiving our sins because Christ paid for them.   
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