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Making prayer your second language
Confession: Learn to confess
[Psalm 51; 1 John 1:8-2:2 NLT]
In the beginning…
If you attempt to learn a second language,


you will make mistakes.

Scholars in the field of applied linguistics contend

that we invariably murder a language before we master it.

I recall a missionary in Latin America –


a woman who thought



that the Spanish word for “embarrass” was embarazada.

The word embarazada, though, actually means “pregnant”.

She got a different response than she expected 


when she pointed to a gentleman in her church



and said, “He made me so embarazada.”

I remember my own gaffes, too.

Each day, after classes at Chinese University in Hong Kong,


I went to a restaurant.

In Hong Kong


-- a city with so many people and so little space --



you never sit alone.

A meal, then, was a means –


a way for me to practice the language I was learning.

One day, I was joined by a group of young women.

We talked and laughed for almost an hour.

Their smiles became scowls, though,


when I asked them if they had found the man of their dreams yet.

Not the wrong question;


just the wrong tones.

You see, instead of asking them if they had found “Mr Right”,


I actually asked them to take off their pants.

In this land, we offer ESL classes to minimize those kind of mistakes.

We try to help immigrants


-- who are learning English as a second language --



avoid embarrassing themselves.

We do not offer ESL classes at this church,


but last week we did begin a PSL class here.

Since we already know English,


we’re attempting to make prayer our second language.

Why?

So we too can minimize the mistakes


-- so we can avoid the gaffes --



not when we talk with other people,




but when we talk with God.

And, folks, we will improve our communication with God

-- the gaffes could even be gone --



if we learn the language of confession,




the language that is our target today.

We know what that man named John told us, don’t we?


If we say we have no sin,



we are only fooling ourselves and refusing to accept the truth.


But if we confess our sins to him,



(God) is faithful and just to forgive us and cleanse us from every wrong.



[1 John 1:8-9 NLT]
Learn to confess
The language of confession…


we may think that we know it.

After all, we understand what it all means.

Confess?

Why, that means to ‘fess up…to admit that we were wrong.

We cheated on the test;


we cursed the boss;



we drooled over the body.

We know what to say:


“Yes, Lord, I did it; I’m guilty.”

We say we know the language,


but how often do we use it?

Let me ask you:


how often did you say “sorry” to God this past week?

After I reviewed the past seven days,


I was able to confess



that I did not make anyone embarazada.

However, I also had to admit


that I myself was embarrassed –



how seldom I had admitted my mistakes to God…




how rarely I had asked for his mercy.

We tend to let everything ride until Sunday morning, don’t we?

That’s when we come to the “Lutheran laundry”.

That’s when we go through our remorse ritual.

That’s when we snap our fingers and say:


“God, I think I need that forgiveness thing to work for me again.



If you would be so kind…”

Have you ever stopped to think:


how does God feel about all of this?

Imagine you have a neighbor who


goes to church every week,



votes in every election,




and tells everyone on the block that you’re his best friend.

Your neighbor, though, has one annoying habit:

he lets his dog use your lawn as a latrine.

You’ve told him to stop,


but – every day – he lets his dog trespass.

Every day, the dog drops his turds on your turf…


and your neighbor never says “sorry”.

Wouldn’t you start to wonder, “What’s wrong with this guy?”

Couldn’t the same thoughts cross God’s mind?

He looks at us and wonders:


“What’s wrong with this guy…this gal?


They’re not 100% evil, 

but everyday they do things that annoy me.


Yet they act as if nothing has happened.”

Folks, if we don’t use a language,


we lose that language.

So, my guess is 


that if we don’t need to learn,



we – at least – need to relearn



the language of confession.
And that means going back to the basics…


going back to the “3 R’s”.

1)  Recognize the seriousness of sin
We  begin by recognizing the seriousness of sin.

2500 years ago,


when God’s people recognized the seriousness of their sin,



they broke down and wept.

In the book of Nehemiah, we are told that

(the priests) read from the book of the Law of God, making it clear and giving the meaning so that people could understand.  [Nehemiah 8:8 NIV]
And how did the people respond?

All the people had been weeping as they listened to the words of the law.

[Nehemiah 8:9 NIV]
God’s people of old were not evil,


but they did sin…



and, one day, they realized how those sins added up.

Are we any different?

If we were “basically good”…

If we committed – let’s say – only three sins a day,


and if each of those sins was a minor infraction



-- if we get cross with our spouse in the morning,




join the gossip gang at lunchtime,





and curse the drive who cuts us off on the journey home –






if those were the only sins we commit during the day,







in a year, they would total more than 1000, right?

Now multiply that number times your age…


and you begin to understand the magnitude of the problem –



the burden that even “basically good” people such as you and I are carrying.

Why!  I have more than 60,000 crimes on my record!

What would a good judge do to a person with such a criminal record?

What would God the judge do?

A poet of old recognized the problem.

Even though he was called a man after God’s own heart,


David had to admit:



My guilt has overwhelmed me, like a burden too heavy to bear.
2)  Realize the sacrifice God made for sin

If you and I want to learn – or relearn – the language of confession,

we first need to recognize the seriousness of our own sin.

Then we have to realize the sacrifice God made for sin.

When God set out to create this world,


he simply spoke…and it happened.



“Let there be light,” said God…and there was light.

But when he set out to save this world,


words didn’t work.

God couldn’t simply say, “I forgive you”.

Something more was needed.

God himself tells us what that was:


Without the shedding of blood, there is no forgiveness. [Hebrews 9:22 NIV]
God prescribed blood as the remedy for rebellion.
He also provided the blood he prescribed.

He send – and sacrificed – a lamb:


his son Jesus, 
now known around the world as the “Lamb of God”.

This is how God dealt with the problem of sin.

This is how God pardoned sin – both yours and mine.

The writer of that letter to the Hebrews tells us:


We have been made holy



through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus once and for all. [Hebrews 10:10 NIV]
Would you do that?
Would you give your only child to pay for someone else’s mistakes?

If you were the child, would you agree to the father’s plan…


not just to die, but be sacrificed…bloodied on a rugged cross like a common crook?

No, I don’t think you would…


and neither would I.

But God did.

Do I understand all of this?

No!

But as one who has done my share of sinning,


I have to admit that I’m glad God went ahead with his plan.

“Amazing love”, wrote Charles Wesley.


“Amazing love!  How can it be


That You, my God, would die for me!”

That’s the refrain from Wesley’s grand hymn:


“And can it be that I should gain


an interest in my Savior’s blood?


Died He for me, who caused Him pain?


For me, who Him to death pursued?”

3)  Resolve to end sinful practices
The language of confession –


we use it properly when we



recognize the seriousness of our sin,




realize the sacrifice God made for sin,





and, finally, resolve to end our sinful practices.

Resolve to end our sinful practices –


that makes sense, doesn’t it?

Think again of your neighbor…


the one whose dog views your lawn as his latrine.

What if your neighbor eventually recognized


that it was wrong for his dog to trespass,



and every time it happened, said “Sorry”…




but every day continued to let his dog drop his turds on your turf?

Wouldn’t you again have to wonder:


“What’s wrong with this guy?”

There’s something wrong with that picture.

And there’s something wrong with this picture, too:


you and I saying “Sorry” to God for messing up



when we have no intention to try and clean up the mess we made.

A model for confessing
The language of confession –


it can be a difficult language to acquire.

Is there a model for this language?

There are several,


but I prefer one that has withstood the test of time:



the first public confession written in English –




the confession contained in the Book of Common Prayer.

It is a confession that is embarazada – pregnant with meaning.
I recommend this model to you this morning.


Most merciful God…


We would be foolish asking God for justice;




we can only appeal to his mercy.


We confess that we have sinned against You…



We may be frustrated with ourselves;




we may have upset others;





but it is God whom we have offended with our sin.


We have sinned against You in thought, word and deed.



Not only how we act, but also how we speak




-- even how we think --





can offend God.

…by what we have done, and by what we have left undone.


We’re covering all the bases here:



we do what is wrong…we don’t do what is right.


We have not loved you with our whole heart;


we have not loved our neighbor as ourselves.



That sums it all up, doesn’t it?




We simply failed to do all that God ever asked of us.





So what can we do?


We are truly sorry and humbly repent.



This, folks, is a phrase we need to learn…




and learn to use.





But will our “sorry” make God feel sorry – sorry for us?






Not really.  So we continue.


For the sake of Your Son Jesus Christ, have mercy on us and forgive us…


We have to become “name-droppers”;



we have to rely on Jesus –





he’s our only hope.






He will pardon.







You and I?  We need to promise.


…that we may delight in Your will and walk in Your ways to the glory of Your name.


That’s the resolve I mentioned before…




the resolve to turn away from sin.

There you have it –


the first public confession written in English.

It’s still used in some churches on Sunday.

I suggest you use it in your home…every day.

One word of caution, though.

In all languages, we need to be aware of what is known as “register”.

We need to consider the situation in which we are speaking…


the person with whom we are speaking.

We then need to select


not only the words we speak,



but the way in which we speak them.

When we use English,


all of this comes naturally.

We know how to speak informally with our friends,


more formally with our teacher or supervisor,



and most formally with a king or queen…a president or prime minister.

But what do we do when we use prayer as a second language…


when we speak the language of confession?

Here’s a tip:


show some respect.

Because of the incredible price God paid to forgive sin,


prayers of confession should always be made in a respectful manner.

At the end…
In these PSL classes, we’re not only learning a second language;


we’re also learning about learning languages.

Moments ago, we learned that we need to consider the “register”.

Now I want to tell you to be aware of the “illocutionary force” too.

This term was also coined by scholars in applied linguistics.

They say that our words have “illocutionary force”


whenever they achieve what we intended.

You know, my wife’s words have that kind of force:


when she tells me to take out the garbage, 



I do it…no questions asked.

What about the words we use in confession?

Do they have illocutionary force?

In other words, will God forgive us


because we say we’re sorry


and promise to do better?

Will he forgive us because of what we say and do today?
Not really!

He forgives us because of what he did long ago.

Let me, then, take you to a special place…

a hill far away.

Some like to call this place Calvary.

A more fitting name, though, is Golgotha.

The hill, after all, looks like that name;


it’s shaped like a human skull.

This is a dreadful place.

This is a place where blood was shed…


where penalties were paid…



where scores were settled.

Just awful!

But this also is a special place.

This is a place where you can go filthy…


and come away clean.

This is a place where you can go feeling bad,


and come away feeling good.

In fact, this is the only place I know


where you can take your sins



-- no matter how great or how grievous they might be --




this is the only place I know where you can take your sins…





and God takes them away…





takes them away for the sake of his dear Son Jesus,







who died there.

If you – like me – have a hard time getting it right,


this is a place where you often need to go.

And whenever you go there,

don’t forget to sing as you go:



“Just as I am without one plea




but that Thy blood was shed for me





and that Thou bidd’st me come to Thee,






O Lamb of God, I come, I come.”
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