
 
Worship: Confession 
Ephesians 4:25-5:2 
Rev. Thomas G. James 
Washington Street UMC 
August 8, 2021 

 
 

Over the past year and a half, we’ve had to rethink worship in the church. Globally, across 
religious lines, we’ve had to rethink the way we engage in worship with one another. At its 
core, worship invites us share into communion with God, but worship is also about sharing with 
one another as we join in one voice to commune with God. 
 
The changes we’ve seen in when, and where, and how we worship are likely to never fully 
revert to a pre-pandemic style. And, lest anyone try to convince you otherwise, that’s ok. The 
church has adapted and changed the where, the when, and the how of worship many times 
over its 2000+ year history. At its creation, the organ was not an instrument of worship. 
Harmony was not part of singing in the early church. Meeting in public was not allowed for the 
early church; worship was always done in secrecy. In the early days of the Methodist Church in 
America, it was uncommon for churches to have a pastor present every Sunday. Pastors 
travelled from one church to another, visiting each individual church just once a month.  
 
We have often altered the when, the where, and the how of worship.  
 
Yet, for all that has changed, what hasn’t changed is the content. The core of worship, the 
components that make up worship, though experienced in different ways at different times, 
have continued to be present for the faith community in its corporate gatherings.  
 
We’re using the letter of Ephesians to look at some of these core components for the 
worshipping body of Christian believers. Over the past four weeks, we’ve looked at peace, 
praise, prayer, and unity. Today, we consider the invitation to confession.  
 
In this letter to the Ephesians, the apostle offers three chapters of prayer which offer a 
theological explanation of God’s love as witnessed in Christ, which is made tangible in the 
Church by the Spirit. After spending three chapters of prayer inviting the Church to understand 
this theological explanation, the apostle then spends three chapters helping the Church 
understand how to live because of the promise of God’s love as witnessed in Christ, which is 
made tangible in the Church by the Spirit.  
 
Last week, we considered the initial call in chapter 4 to make every effort to maintain the unity 
which God has created among us in Christ. As we continue in chapter 4 today, the next 
invitation to confession furthers this call to maintain unity.  
 



In the verses that lie in between last week’s text in verses 1-16, and today’s text, which begins 
in verse 25, we find verses 17-24, which offer a call to acknowledge that who we are in Christ is 
quite different than who we were prior to knowing Christ. There’s a difference not just in who 
we are, but in how we live, because of our knowledge and understanding of God’s presence 
and the work of God in the world through Jesus Christ. This intermediary text is perhaps best 
summed up with a short quip: “You once were, but now you are.” It’s an invitation to 
acknowledge that life going forward will be quite different than life in the past.  
 
This leads in to verse 25, which begins by saying, “So then, putting away falsehood, let all of us 
speak the truth to our neighbors, for we are members of one another.”  
 
Let’s deal with the invitation first. The word “falsehood” comes from the Greek word pseudos 
(sue-dos). It means “a lie,” or “any conscious and intentional falsehood.” The imperative 
invitation of the apostle is to stop lying. Stop intentionally telling lies. Stop trying to make 
others believe something that is untrue.  
 
In a world today that tries to distinguish between big lies and little lies, or half-truths and non-
truths, or even truth and opinions that obscure truth, the apostle has a pretty strong statement 
to make. If you are no longer who you were before Christ, if you are renewed because of Christ, 
you must no longer speak pseudos to one another – you must no longer speak any conscious or 
intentional falsehood to one another.  
 
And there’s a reason for this imperative – you can’t tell lies to one another, “because we are 
members of one another.” You can’t tell lies in the midst of community and expect to maintain 
the unity of the community, which we’ve already read is an imperative in the Biblical text. 
“Truth is owed to the neighbors because of our social solidarity with them.”i We do not stand 
apart from the community, we are members of it – we share in this life together with one 
another, whether we want to or not.  
 
One need not look much further than our current COVID crisis to understand the implications 
on the community of telling lies. When we lie about the reality of present diseases, and we lie 
about the necessity for vaccinations to bring an end to a global pandemic, we don’t just hurt 
ourselves – we devastate the community on the whole. The intentional and conscious decision 
to lie about COVID and the vaccine is reaping havoc across this globe.  
 
And notice, this isn’t just an issue within the church. The apostle doesn’t write as if this is an 
issue exclusive to the church; the apostle understands the greater implications of telling lies 
amidst the wider community. Here in verse 25, the apostles does not say, “let us speak truth to 
others in the body of Christ,” or “members of the body,” phrases that are used quite often in 
the apostle’s writings. Instead, the apostle says, “let all of us speak truth to our neighbors, for 
we are members of one another.” The apostle invites a wider understanding of human 
connectedness.  
 



In their commentary on this text, Allen Verhey and Joseph Harvard note, “The ‘truth’ in Jesus of 
our social solidarity, that ‘we are members of one another,’ points beyond the church to the 
universal community that is God’s plan. … It may be a ‘secret’ too well kept that we are 
members of one another in a universal community, but it is the truth in Jesus.”ii We touched on 
this last week as we looked at our responsibility in the Church to not just maintain unity within 
the walls of any church building, but to work as co-conspirators with God’s love in the world, 
seeking the unity and well-being of all of creation – of all of humanity.  
 
That we do not always tell the truth, that we often participate in the furthering of lies, is in and 
of itself an invitation to confession. Confessing is an act of truth telling – naming the reality of 
our brokenness. But this text in Ephesians 4 has more to offer than just truth-telling.  
 
Verse 26 reads, “Be angry but do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, and do not 
make room for the devil.” To be clear, anger is, in and of itself, not unholy. “Indeed, an injustice 
not only prompts anger; it requires it. When we see the poor oppressed, we should get angry.”iii 
But we should not let our anger fester without being named. We must confess – we must speak 
the truth – we must be honest about that which has created anger. And we must allow our 
anger to become our focus, to become an obsession in and of itself. We should look to that 
which brings resolve to our anger, allowing the act of confessing anger to lead to the work of 
reconciliation, unity, and forgiveness.  
 
Verse 28 picks back up, “Thieves must give up stealing; rather let them labor and work honestly 
with their own hands, so as to have something to share with the needy.”  
 
To understand this imperative of the apostle, we must again reflect on the context of the text. 
As New Testament Scholar, Jaime Clark-Soles reminds us, “All of the moral exhortation in 
Ephesians is directed at those who are already Christian; the author expresses no interest in 
modifying the behavior of unbelievers.”iv The apostle likely doesn’t expect the audience to be 
out stealing on the street, nor are they trying to encourage disparaging remarks towards those 
in the community who may rely on thievery for the basics of life’s necessities. If anything, this 
imperative to work honestly with one’s own hands is just as much a statement against the 
wealthy who do not pay a living wage, who steal labor, as it is anyone else.  
 
But the focus of this verse, given its location here in Ephesians 4, isn’t on stealing. This isn’t just 
a reproduction of the Ten Commandments, which quips, “do not steal.” The apostle has a 
greater focus – the wellbeing of the whole community. In this context, the emphasis is on the 
closing clause, “so as to have something to share with the needy.” The apostle wants everyone 
to be participatory in caring for the community. Naming this to a people who are likely not 
stealing from others on the street, invites an act of confession to name the ways in which we do 
not share what abundance we may have with the needy.  
 
Verse 29 continues, “Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only what is useful for 
building up, as there is need, so that your words may give grace to those who hear.” Again, you 
can hear the invitation to focus on the well-being of the whole. Evil talk is not about telling lies, 



as we read in verse 25, but is focused on the general use of speech for building up or tearing 
down community. When we speak ill of others, when we deceive others, when we gossip and 
ridicule, it tears at the very fibers that weave our communal living. This is further emphasized in 
verse 31, which reads, “Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling 
and slander, together with all malice, and be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving one 
another, as God in Christ has forgiven you.”  
 
In this closing clause of chapter 4, we hear the framework in which these imperative 
statements have been made. The apostle has invited specific actions by those of us in the 
church – we are told how to act, and how to live, so as to be part of the work of maintaining the 
unity in which God has created humanity. But, as you and I, as we in the church, and as our 
corporate identity as the Church herself, have so often failed to be faithful in these ways, we 
must confess our failures. We must confess the times we have lied; we must confess the times 
we have allowed our anger to fester; we must confess the times we have spoken evil of others; 
we must confess the times we have grieved the Holy Spirit. We confess these sins, and all sin, 
forgiving one another as God in Christ has forgiven us.  
 
See, confession is not just about our reconciliation with God – confession is about the 
reconciliation of humanity. Speaking truthfully – naming the reality – admitting the sins of our 
past – admitting the sins of our present – fully claiming the brokenness that exists in our 
historic identity as well as our current reality allows for the forgiveness that is necessary for the 
wholeness of creation.  
 
…  
 
You may have heard the story that came out earlier this year of the Hernando de Soto Bridge 
that spans the Mississippi River, connecting Tennessee and Arkansas. The 6-lane bridge is a 
major passageway along I-40 leading west out of Memphis. Earlier this year, it was noted that 
one of the main structural beams of the bridge was cracked. The inspectors who found the 
crack immediately called 911 and told them to shut down the interstate, saying no one should 
be driving across the bridge. They were worried the entire bridge could collapse.  
 
A look back in time noted that the bridge had been cracked for some time. In fact, a photo 
came out from someone’s canoe trip under that bridge from 2016, and it looks like the crack 
was already present five years ago.  
 
The crack had been present for some time, but nothing catastrophic had happened. Could the 
inspectors have been wrong? Might the crack not have been so significant? Could they just 
have ignored the crack, stating that given its presence in recent years with no collapse, that the 
crack really didn’t need to be dealt with?  
 
That’s ludicrous. Thank God no one had been hurt crossing that bridge previously, but the crack 
in the foundation couldn’t just be left alone. It had to be named, addressed, and fixed. 



Identifying the crack, drawing attention to it, if you will, confessing the presence of the crack 
was the first step in fixing it and ensuring the health of everyone who crossed the bridge.  
 
It seems to me that, both in the church and in our nation, we believe that denying the 
brokenness that has long existed in our foundational blocks, ignoring the reality of the cracks 
that are still present in our structural beams, is the best way to move forward into the future. 
There are a lot of folks, a lot of Christian folk, who think we can ride into the future as if we 
haven’t faced a lot of trauma within our church walls and national boundaries. It seems there’s 
a faulty belief that the best way to have a healthier tomorrow is to ignore the presence of the 
cracks in our foundation today.  
 
But to deny our reality, to act as if we are not fragmented, or cracked, or faulty only furthers 
the presence of the brokenness in our midst. And this is why confession is so important. This is 
why confession is such a priority in worship. We can only find forgiveness and healing, we can 
only maintain the unity of the community that was created by God in Christ, when we proclaim 
the truth. And the truth, even if it’s hard to state out loud, is life giving. The truth, even if we 
don’t think it reflects well for ourselves, is community building. The truth allows for honest, 
faithful, authentic community.  
 
So we worship in confession – to name the truth – to give praise to God for receiving us in our 
brokenness, and restoring us to wholeness, that we might continue to work with and for one 
another, seeking the well-being of the community, that all may proclaim the great love of our 
Lord. Thanks be to God. Amen.  
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