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UNDERSTANDING CATHOLICISM 12: SACRAMENT OF CONFESSION 

 

I.  Introduction 
A.  Jesus’ Love, Mercy and Forgiveness: 

1.  While he was gripped in the torment of his crucifixion, Jesus’ love and mercy for all 

sinners drove him to pray, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do” 

(Lk 23-34).   

2.  Subsequently, on Easter Sunday, the resurrected Jesus appeared to his disciples in 

order to give to them the miraculous power to forgive sins. 

 

“On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the doors being shut where 

the disciples were, for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said 

to them, ‘Peace [shalom] be with you.’  [There is no need for the disciples to be 

troubled or afraid, because the risen Jesus has “overcome the world” (Jn 16:33), and 

its “ruler” (Jn 12:31)] When he had said this, he showed them his hand and his side.  

[The wounds on Jesus’ resurrected body, is a reminder of the eternally present 

power of Jesus’ act of love, which signifies that his victory over sin and death comes 

through the cross.  It is also a reminder that Jesus is the eternal high priest and 

victim.]  Then the disciples were glad when they saw the Lord.  Jesus said to them 

again, ‘Peace be with you.  As the Father has sent me, even I send you.’  And when 

he had said this, he breathed [This recalls Gen 2:7 when God breathed life into man, 

and Ezek 37:9 when God breathes life into the new creation] on them, and said to 

them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.  [This gift of the Holy Spirit is like a Pentecost in 

miniature.]  If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain [do not 

forgive] the sins of any, they are retained [not forgiven]’” (Jn 20:19-23). 

 

3.  The granting to the disciples the power to forgive or not to forgive sins prompted the 

Church father Theodore of Mopsuestia (c. 350-428) to observe that they were given 

the “supernatural strength to perform unheard of miracles by a mere word.”1   

4.  St. John Chrysostom (347-407) added, “The grace of the Spirit has bestowed on priest 

… an authority that God has not given to angels or archangels.”2 

 

II.  We Need to Understand the Reality of Sin 

A.  From the dawn of creation until the present time, human history illustrates the painful 

reality of sin: even after receiving the forgiveness of all sins through the sacrament of 

Baptism.   

                                                           
1 Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture: New Testament, Vol. IV b, p. 361. 
2 Ibid., p. 363. 
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1.  Sin first came into the world when Adam and Eve rejected the Father’s perfect plan 

for their lives.   

2.  At the root of every subsequent sin are disordered passions: lust of the eyes and lust 

of the flesh, and the pride that rejects God’s authority (1 Jn 2:15-16).  Jesus warned 

us: “Out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, fornication….” (Mt 15:16) 

3.  Concupiscence refers to the excessive pull of our appetites that inclines us to sin.   

a.  These appetites are triggered by the real or imagined presence of its particular 

object, for instance, the smell of food, or a provocative bodily display.   

b.  Immorality and sin enter into the picture when we attempt to satisfy these 

desires in a way that is contrary to God’s law.  

1)  The desire that inclines us to eat and drink is a good thing, but drunkenness 

and gluttony are not.   

2)  Even more challenging is the pull of our sexual appetite, for when it is aroused 

it is vehemently insistent.   

3)  The inappropriate images in the media, immodesty, and the aggressive 

promotion of pornography present a constant danger to the virtue of chastity, 

even for the very young.   

c.  St. Paul reminds us that Jesus sympathizes with our weaknesses for he “has been 

tempted as we are, yet without sinning.  Let us then with confidence draw near 

to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time 

of need” (Heb 5:15-16) 

4.  In addition to this interior struggle against concupiscence, all humans face two 

additional enemies. 

a.  The devil, a liar and the father of lies (Jn 8:44). 

b.  The world: the false values that titillate our appetites that draw us to worship the 

false trinity of me, myself and I. 

B.  In order to overcome our vulnerability to sin, our new life in Christ is fortified through 

the sacrament of Baptism, the gift of the Holy Spirit in Confirmation, and the worthy 

reception of the Holy Communion.  However, in spite of these gifts we still experience 

our vulnerability to sin.   

C.  The Gravity of sin. 

The frailty we all experience in this life can draw us into sin even after we have been 

reborn into Christ.  However, not all sins have the same seriousness.  In John’s First 

Letter he makes a distinction between mortal sins that kill the life of grace in our souls 

bringing spiritual death, and those sins that do not kill the life of grace in the soul. 

“If any one sees his brother committing what is not a mortal sin, he will ask, and God 

will give him life for those whose sin is not mortal. There is sin which is mortal; I do 

not say that one is to pray for that.  All wrongdoing is sin, but there is sin which is not 

mortal” (1 Jn 5:16-17). 
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Mortal Sin 

There are three essential conditions that make a sin mortal.  If any of them are lacking, the 

sin is not mortal.  Sins that are not mortal are called venial sin.   

 

1. Grave Matter – The object of our sinful act must be serious.  For example, it is a sin to 
steal. The matter is grave if one steals a car, but it is not grave if one steals a pencil. 

2. Full Knowledge – One must have sufficient knowledge that the evil act is gravely sinful. 
3. Complete Consent of the Will – The evil act must be consciously and deliberately chosen.  

Forces, being half asleep, or great stress are among the factors that may diminish the 
full consent of the will.  No one steps into mortal sin by accident or unaware.   

 
III.  Confession to a priest was required in the Old Testament 

A.  In Leviticus and Numbers God commanded a specific rite for the confession of sins. 
 
 “When a man is guilty of any of these, he shall confess the sin he has committed, and he 

shall bring his guilt offering to the Lord for the sin which he has committed, a female 
from the flock, a lamb or a goat, for a sin offering, and the priest shall make atonement 
for him for his sin” (Lev 5:5-6). 

 
 “When a man or a woman commits any of the sins that men commit by breaking faith 

with the Lord, and that person is guilty, he shall confess his sin which he has committed; 
and he shall make full restitution for his wrong, adding a fifth to it, and giving it to him 
to whom he did wrong.” (Num 5:6-7). 

 
B.  Scott Hahn describes the specific requirements God commanded in his book: Lord, Have 

Mercy: The Healing Power of Confession, p. 20. 
 1.  Confession 
 2.  Sacrifice and penance 
 3.  Intercession of a priest. 
 
C.  How did confession in Old Testament times work in practice?3 
 1.  The penitent had to make the journey to the Temple in Jerusalem. 

2.  Based on the gravity of the sin, he had to offer an unblemished goat, a sheep, or 
even a bull. 

 3.  He would tell a priest the reason for the sacrifice by identifying his sin. 
4.  He would butcher the animal, separating the unclean from the clean parts to be 

handed to the priest for sacrifice. 

                                                           
3 Hahn, Lord, Have Mercy: The Healing Power of Confession, pp. 21-23. 
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5.  He would sing a penitential psalm as the priest sprinkled the animal’s blood over the 
altar. 

 
NB.  This public act of repentance required obedience and humility, as do the 
sacraments of the new covenant, but after completing this confessional ritual the 
penitent never heard the Levitical priests say, “I absolve you of your sins” or “Your sins 
are forgiven.” 

 
IV.  Jesus Forgave Sins 

A.  Jesus proved his ability to forgive sins, a power that belongs to God alone. 
B.  Mark narrates Jesus’ healing of the paralyzed man: 

Jesus said to the paralytic, “My son, your sins are forgiven.” Now some of the scribes 
were sitting there, questioning in their hearts, “Why does this man speak thus?  It is 
blasphemy!  Who can forgive sins but God alone?”  [True!]  And immediately Jesus, 
perceiving in His spirit that they thus questioned within themselves, said to them, “ 
Why do you question thus in your hearts?  Which is easier to say to the paralytic, ‘Your 
sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Rise, take up your pallet and walk?’  [It’s easier to say, 
“Your sins are forgiven” because there is no visible evidence, but if he says, ‘Rise and 
walk” it is immediately evident if there is no miracle.]  But that you may know that the 
Son of man has authority on earth to forgiver sins” -- He said to the paralytic --“I say to 
you, rise, take up your pallet and go home” (Mk 2:5-11).   

 
V.  Jesus Gave the Power to Forgive Sins to His Priests 

A.  We have already discussed that Jesus gave his apostles, the priests in his Church, the 
power to forgive sins on the day he rose from the dead.  He transmitted this awesome 
power with the words, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.  If you forgive the sins of any, they are 
forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained” (Jn 20:21-23). 

B.  So, how do we know priests have this power? 

C.  There is no need for the evidence of a physical miracle.  We have Jesus’ word on it.  

That’s sufficient! 

 

The efficacious sign of God’s forgiveness is the priest’s absolution.  It gives the penitent a 

visible guarantee that his sins are forgiven, because we have Jesus’ guarantee.   

 

D.  The mission of forgiveness 

1.  Jesus did not merely commission the apostles to preach about forgiveness.  He gave 

them the authority to restore their brothers and sisters to supernatural life and 

spiritual health through the sacrament of forgiveness.   

2.  Obviously, the responsible use of this power required the apostles to learn of a 

person’s sins through confession.   
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VI.  The New Testament shows that the power to forgive sins was active in the apostolic 

Church: 

A.  St. James wrote:  

“Confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, that you may be healed” 
(Jas 5:16).  In the context of this passage James is referring to the presbyters (from 
which we get the word “priest”) of the Church,” not just to any Christian.  
 

B.  St. John wrote:  
“If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just, and will forgive our sins and cleanse us 
from all unrighteousness” (1 Jn 1:9). 

 

C.  St. Paul affirmed that Jesus: 

 “Gave us the ministry of reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses 

against them, and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation” (2 Cor 5:18).  

 

The forgiveness of the priest does not diminish God’s sovereign authority.  Rather it 

demonstrates its power.  Jesus is always the eternal High Priest forgiving sins through the 

ministry of his priests.  In this way he restores our broken relationship to the Father.   

 

VII.  Confessing to a Priest 

A.  Why confess to a priest?  Why not go directly to God?  The answer is simple.  We must 
confess our sins in the manner Jesus established.   
1.  We don’t have God’s authority to pick-and-choose what we like or don’t like.   
2.  When we do that, we are worshipping ourselves, not God.  

 

B.  The guarantee. 

1.  Of course, when we sin, we should repent immediately and directly to God, but we 

only have a guarantee of forgiveness when we confess our sins in the way God 

intended, because priests have Jesus’ power and authority to forgive sins.   

2.  Jesus wants us to make use of this power he grants to his Church.  Therefore, when a 

priest gives absolution, the penitent has Jesus’ guarantee that his sins are forgiven.  

 

C.  There are additional reasons we confess to a priest:  

1.  Pride is at the root of every sin.  It can be humiliating to acknowledge our secret sins 

to a man, even a man empowered heal us in the name of Christ.   

2.  Therefore, the sacrament gives a double dose of what we need: forgiveness of our 

sins and training in humility.   

 

D.  There is a ripple effects of sins.  It’s never just the individual and Jesus.   
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1.  Sometimes people will say: “My sins are personal matters between God and me;” or “It’s 

nobody’s business what I do in my personal life.”  These statements are false.  The truth 

is that sin is never only a matter between the individual and God.   

2.  The human race is a family, God’s family.  The Church is the Mystical Body of Christ.4  

Therefore our actions, good or evil, impact the other members positively or 

negatively.   

a.  Consider the personal sin of Adam.  The evil consequences of his disobedience 

have negatively impacted all of us.   

b.  Sin conflicts with the obedience of Jesus, the new Adam, that has brought all of us 

countless benefits.   

3.  Every sin has harmful tentacles that can harm those around us.  Sin does not only 

break God’s laws, it fractures lives, families and civilizations.   

a.  This is easy to perceive in the case of drunkenness or drug addition, because of 

the obvious injurious side effects to the addict, family members, and society as a 

whole.   

b.  However, every sin in some way and in different degrees injures others.  Sin is a 

cancer in society that breeds more sin.   

c.  Consider acts of selfishness, which if left unrepented, can easily lead to anger, 

bitterness, unforgiveness, discord, slander, envy, quarrelling, and even murder.  

These behaviors tear apart families and societies.   

4.  Sexual sins cause us to deface the inherent dignity God created within each of us by 

reducing persons to mere objects to be selfishly used.   

a.  These sins twist the beautiful procreative act, in which God joins with man and 

woman to form another human life, into a selfish act of pleasure disconnected 

from its dimensions of a life-time commitment of self-donating sacrifice.   

b.  The result of these sins can be readily seen in our world today in the large number 

of divorces, sexually transmitted diseases, unwanted pregnancies, abortions, 

single parent families, and violent crimes against women and children.   

 

VIII.  The Essential Elements of a Confession5  

There are three essential elements to the sacrament of confession: contrition, confession, 

and penance. 

A.  Contrition  

1.  To have our sins forgiven we must be truly sorry for them.  Genuine sorrow goes 

beyond the feelings of remorse.  It always includes the determination to avoid sin in 

the future together with the people and places that might induce us to sin.   

                                                           
4 See: 1 Cor 6:15; 12:12; 12:27; Eph 4:12; Rom 12:4-5. 
5 CCC, #s 1459-1460. 
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2.  This idea is aptly expressed in the Act of Contrition.  “I firmly resolve, with the help of 

your grace, to sin no more and to avoid the near occasions of sin.”  The Catechism 

reminds us: 

“There are no limits to the mercy of God, but anyone who deliberately refuses to accept 
His mercy by repenting, rejects the forgiveness of his sins and the salvation offered by 
the Holy Spirit.  Such hardness of heart can lead to final impenitence and eternal loss.”6 

B.  Confession  

The Catechism teaches that in confessing our sins “man looks squarely at the sins he is 

guilty of, takes responsibility for them, and thereby opens himself again to God.”7  Thus, at 

Mass we pray: “Through my fault, through my fault, through my most grievous fault.”   

It is only after we look honestly at ourselves and take ownership of our sins that the process 

of conversion can truly begin.  That is why confession to a priest is an essential part of the 

sacrament of Penance.  

1.  We must confess all mortal sins committed since our last confession.  Unless forgiven, 
the state of mortal sin will eternally separate us from God.   

2.  The confession of venial sins is strongly recommended, but not required.   
3.  The Catechism teaches us that confessing our venial sins “helps us form our conscience, 

fight against evil tendencies, let ourselves be healed by Christ and progress in the life of 
the Spirit.”8   

4.  An important benefit of this sacrament is the special graces God give us to avoid the sins 
we have confessed. 

C.  Reparation and Penance9  

1.  Along with giving absolution, the priest-confessor assigns an act of penance.  It might be 

an act of kindness, self-denial, or a prayer.   

2.  These acts are often connected with the gravity and nature of the sins confessed.  

Clearly, these small acts of penance by themselves could never make full restitution for 

our sins.  They are effective because they plug into the infinite merits of Jesus Christ.   

3.  Restitution: 

Many sins directly injure others.  So, asking forgiveness and determining not to harm 
others again is vital. However, we also have an obligation to repair the damage we have 
done to the degree that it is possible.  This includes the restitution of stolen property, 
repairing the reputation of someone we have slandered, or reimbursing the injured 
person for the damage we have caused.  It is a good thing to remember that there is no 
holy gossip. 

4.  It is important to perform our penance promptly.  If we forget the acts of penance 

assigned in confession, our sins are still forgiven, but we have missed this opportunity to 

share in the healing work of Christ. 

                                                           
6 CCC, # 1864. 
7 CCC, # 1455. 
8 CCC, # 1458. 
9 CCC, #s 1459-1460. 
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IX.  When are we required to go to confession?10  

1. The Church commands that after having attained the age of discretion, each person is 
obligated to confess serious sins at least once a year.   

2. Anyone who is aware of having committed a mortal sin must not receive the Blessed 
Eucharist without first receiving sacramental absolution. 

3. Children must go to the sacrament of reconciliation before receiving Holy Communion 
for the first time. 

4. The practice of regular monthly confession is recommended because of the graces we 
receive to avoid sin and grow in love. 

 

ADDENDUM 

How does one go to confession? 

I.  Entering the confessional 

Many confessionals give the option of confessing one’s sins anonymously behind a screen 
or going face to face.  The choice is ours. Generally, if we go behind the screen we would 
kneel.  Usually, when going to confession face-to-face we will sit facing the priest, but 
kneeling is an option. 
 

II.  The confession 

After you are settled in your chosen place, the priest will give a greeting.  For example, he 

may say a brief prayer like: “May God enlighten your heart to help you know and 

acknowledge your sins, and trust in His great mercy.”   

 

If you are very unsure of what to do next, you might simply say: “Father I am nervous 

because this is my first confession (or I have not made my confession in ____ years).  I am 

not sure what to do.  Please guide me through the sacrament.”   

 

If that is not the case, simply say: “Bless me, father, for I have sinned.  My last confession 

was (two months, five years, etc.) ago.  Since that time the following are my sins.” Then we 

confess our sins including their approximate frequency.   

 

Depending on the situation, the priest may ask tactful questions to determine the kind of 

sins we are confessing, to make sure have made a decision to avoid this sin in the future, or 

to give us appropriate advice. 

 

III.  The advice and penance 

Once we have named all your sins the priest may give us encouragement and advice.  Then 

giving us a penance will follow.  For example, he may ask you to say the Rosary, reflect on 

                                                           
10 CCC, # 1457. 
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Jesus’ passion and death for 10 minutes, or say the Lord’s Prayer slowly reflecting on the 

meaning of the words.  Then he will ask you to make a good act of contrition.   

 

 

An Act of Contrition 
O my God, I am sorry for my sins because I dread your just punishment, but most of all 

because I have offended you who are all good and deserving all my love.  I firmly resolve 

with the help of your grace to sin no more and to avoid the near occasion of sin, to do 

my penance, and to amend my life.  Amen. 

 
IV.  Absolution 

After we say our act of contrition the priest gives us absolution saying:  
“God, the Father of mercies, through the death and the resurrection of His Son has 
reconciled the world to himself and sent the Holy Spirit among us for the forgiveness of 
sins: through the ministry of the Church may God give you pardon and peace, and I 
absolve you from your sins in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit.”11 

 
V.  Completing our penance 

If possible, complete your penance immediately while we enjoy the experience of having all 

your sins removed.  When God forgives, our sins have disappeared. 

 

VI.  Pray daily to avoid the occasion of sin 

Because of our human tendency to sin, we must strive for holiness each and every day.  It is 

a good habit to pray daily to avoid sin, particularly those sins that we recently confessed.  

This is particularly important when dealing with habits of sin, for example, pornography, 

gossiping, or other addictions. 

 

Reflection: The Parable of the Unforgiving Servant (Mt 18:23-35) 
Jesus told a parable of a man who owed his king the staggering amount of ten thousand 

talents.  The man pleaded for mercy, “Lord have patience with me, and I will pay you 

everything.”  I did the math once.  This impossible promise would take about six thousand 

years to repay if the debtor used his entire income every year.  “Out of pity for him the Lord of 

that servant released him and forgave him the debt.”  Going out that servant came upon 

another servant who owed him “a hundred denarii,” a wage of only about three months.  His 

fellow servant fell down and pleaded with him using the same words he had directed to his 

king: “Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.”  He refused and put the man in 

debtor’s prison until he could repay everything.  When the king heard about this, he 

                                                           
11 CCC, # 1449. 
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summoned this servant and said to him: “You wicked servant!  I forgave you all that debt 

because you pleaded with me, and should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I 

had mercy on you?  And in anger his lord delivered him to the jailors, till he should pay all his 

debt.”  Then Jesus made the point of this parable.  “So also, my heavenly Father will do to 

every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother from your heart.”   

This is a repeat of Jesus’ admonition given after the Lord’s Prayer: “For if you forgive men their 

trespasses, you heavenly Father also will forgive you; but if you do not forgive men their 

trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.” (Mt 6:14-15). 

It is vital that we forgive those who have hurt us. 
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