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Why do Catholics confess their sins to a priest?

Most Protestants, if not all, believe you should confess your sins straight to God; forget all this nonsense of going through a priest.  Well, what does the Bible say?

Let’s start in the Old Testament, remembering 2 Tim 3:16 that “all Scripture is profitable for teaching and training in righteousness.”  Look at Leviticus, chapter 5, verses 5 and 6: “When a man is guilty in any of these [sins listed in the previous verses], 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...and the priest shall make atonement for him for his sin.”

So, what does this passage from Leviticus teach us?  How does it train us in righteousness?  First, we see that to be forgiven we have to confess our sins.  No problem there.  Second, it looks as if there is penance to be performed after our sins are confessed...a “guilt offering” was brought to the Lord.  Third, a person could not go straight to God to have his sins forgiven.  God set things up so that people had to go to a priest.  Why did God do that?  

But, what if someone says, “Well, that’s the Old Testament, we’re not bound by that anymore.”  No, we’re not bound by that anymore, but listen to Hebrews 10:1, “For since the law has but a shadow of the good things to come instead of the true form of these realities...”  The law, the Old Testament practices, were a “shadow” of the “true form” of the good things to come.  So, the Old Testament practices should give us a hint or a clue as to the equivalent New Testament practices, since they are a “shadow” of the things to come.  What is a shadow?  It's an outline of the real thing.  In other words, in the Old Covenant, God was, in effect, training us... giving us clues...for what was to come under the New Covenant.  

So, again, we see confession of sin, penance, and the involvement of the priest in the Old Testament.  1 John 1:9, “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just, and will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”  Catholic and Protestant agree.  But, does it say that we are to confess our sins to God alone, and not to man?  No, it doesn’t.  In fact, in James 5:16 it commands us to confess our sins to “one another”.  Scripture commands us...God’s Word commands us...to confess our sins to our fellow man. James 5:16, “Therefore, confess your sins to one another...”.  Again, this is a command, from Scripture, to confess our sins to one another, not just to God...not just to God.  

But, do we go around confessing our sins to just anyone?  I don’t think so.  Should I confess my sins to all of you here in this newsletter?  Maybe to a stranger at the mall?  To my wife, or to my brothers and sisters?  No!  Doesn’t it make sense that God would have us confess our sins to those who actually have the power to forgive our sins?  

Whoa!  Wait a minute, John!  Are you suggesting that men can forgive sins?  Yes I am.  This...this is the major stumbling block for non-Catholic Christians regarding Catholic teaching on the Sacrament of Confession - men forgiving sins.  When you get into this discussion, you will be told that only God can forgive sins. Which is exactly what Catholics believe; however, we believe that God can and does exercise this power through men.  Understand that, please!  It is God’s power, but He exercises that power through men.  

Now, here’s what you do when someone says that only God can forgive sins and therefore Catholics are going against Scripture when they confess their sins to a priest.  Turn to Mark 2, verse 7 - this is the story of Jesus healing a paralytic.  Mark 2:7 says, “Why does this man speak thus?  It is blasphemy!  Who can forgive sins but God alone?”  Ask whoever you’re talking to if they agree with Scripture regarding that statement that only God can forgive sins.  They will undoubtedly say, "Yes."  The problem is, that that statement came out of the mouths of the scribes, and in this context it betrays a limited understanding of God’s power, as Jesus goes on to point out to them.  So, what you have done is put them on the side of the scribes, and, generally speaking, being on the side of the scribes is not a good thing.

Now, turn back a few pages to Matthew chapter 9.  This is the exact same story of the healing of the paralytic that we were just looking at in Mark chapter 2.  Again, in verse 3 it says the scribes said, “This man is blaspheming.”  And what happens?  Jesus shows them that their understanding of God’s power is a limited one.  In verse 6 Jesus tells them, “But that you may know that the Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins...”  And what does Scripture tell us in verse 8?  “When the crowds saw it, they were afraid, and they glorified God, who had given such authority to [a man]”.  To a man?  No!  To “men”.  Plural!  Scripture tells us that God gave this authority to “men”, not just to “a man”, Jesus Christ.  
But to men!  And what authority did God give to men?  The authority on earth to forgive sins!  I don’t know how much plainer it can be.  Scripture tells us that God gave “men” the authority on earth to forgive sins.  

And, should you have any doubts, turn to the Gospel of John.  John 20:21-23 - “Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace be with you.  As the Father has sent me ... [remember that phrase: “As the Father has sent me”] ... As the Father has sent me, even so I send you.’  And when He had said this, He breathed on them, and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.  If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.’” Verse 21: “As the Father has sent me, even so I send you.”  How did the Father send Jesus?  We just saw in Matthew 9:6 that “the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins”.  So, the Father sent Jesus with the authority on earth to forgive sins.  Now, Jesus is sending out the Apostles as the Father sent Him.  So, what authority must the Apostles have?  That’s right, the authority on earth to forgive sins.  And, just in case someone didn’t understand Him in verse 21, in verse 23 He can’t get much clearer: “If you forgive the sins of any they are forgiven, if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.”  

Why give the Apostles the power to forgive or retain sins unless you expect people to confess their sins to them?  How can you forgive or retain someone’s sins unless you know what their sins are?  Unless they are confessing their sins to you?  And, as we saw earlier in James 5:16, we are supposed to confess our sins to men, not to God alone.  And in James, it right before it says to confess your sins to one another, it says to call for the elders - the bishops and priests.  That is who we are to confess our sins to!  

Yes, we confess our sins to God, but the system which God has set up for us to receive His forgiveness, involves confessing our sins to men.  The Bible is very clear on this.  And, as we learned from the Old Testament, the priest is an integral part of how God set up the system for receiving forgiveness of sin.  Remember that, this is how God set things up, not man.  The Sacraments are all instituted by Jesus Christ Himself, and we have clearly seen that here in Scripture regarding the Sacrament of Confession.
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