
1 

 

Rev. David R. Solum 

2nd Midweek Advent Service 

December 11, 2019 

Immanuel Lutheran, Michigan City 

John 20:19-23 

Small Catechism: Confession, Office of the Keys 

 

 

If a girl tells her brother to help her clean their room, chances are next to none that he will do it.  

No brother or sister likes to get bossed around.  But if that same girl says, “Daddy says we have 

to clean our room,” the chances increase that he’ll do it.  Even if the boy doesn’t hear his father 

directly, he knows the command is just as valid coming from his sister as if his father said it 

directly.  He could be punished for disobeying that word or rewarded for obeying it. 

 

The Word of God comes with the same authority no matter who speaks it.  God chooses not to 

speak directly to man because, unlike the voice of human fathers and mothers, the voice of God 

cannot be endured by sinful man.  God’s glory and majesty and holiness are too terrifying.  What 

an awful condition we have, that the creature cannot endure to hear its Creator’s voice!  It 

shudders and shrinks back, falling to the ground in fear of the coming judgment.  To have a 

direct encounter with a Holy God means death to the sinner.  And yet, if the creation could not 

hear the saving, life-giving Word of God, it would remain in death forever.   

 

Even when God sent mediators, angels who saw His face, His creatures fell back in fear, so that 

nearly every message they gave had to begin with, “Fear not!”  And when God’s voice thundered 

and shook from Sinai, the Israelites begged God not to speak to them.  So, God spoke to Moses 

alone.  And when Moses came down shining with God’s glory, the people were afraid and Moses 

had to veil his face in order to speak to them.  But as soon as the glory of God faded, and Moses 
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looked like any other person, the people came to Moses and said, “Who made you leader over 

us?  You are no better than we are.”  And they rejected him. 

 

God called and anointed priests to forgive their sins in His stead, so that His people would know 

His grace.  Whenever they sinned, they would bring an animal to the priest and confess their sins 

to him.  He would hand them a knife to slaughter the animal, signifying that their penalty for sin 

would be paid, and the priest would pronounce their forgiveness.  Those who believed in the 

Word had exactly what those words said: salvation from sin and death.  But many still did not 

put their faith in the Lord.  For them it was merely a ritual, a work which made them holy 

without faith, and they went on sinning against the Lord. 

 

So, God sent prophets to make peace with fallen man, giving warnings for them repent.  He gave 

them His Spirit and put His Word in their mouths so that God was truly the one speaking when 

they spoke.  Ezekiel and the Evangelist John were commanded to eat God’s scroll, after which 

God said to them, “Speak my Word,” indicating that their preaching wasn’t just an interpretation 

of God’s Word, a message from man about God, but the divine Word of God speaking Himself 

with the authority and power to perform whatever was spoken.  The prophet could say, “Thus 

saith the Lord” or even speak God’s message in the first person.  But such a humble means of 

communication, from God through ordinary men, without fire and a thundering voice from 

heaven, was hardly believed.  The prophets were rejected and many were stoned. 
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Sometimes, siblings will not listen to each other, even if the one says, “Daddy said.” And if they 

keep pestering the other to listen to them, they might be hit.  And at that point the father has to 

come down and speak to them himself and resolve things. 

 

Mankind couldn’t endure the face of God, but they wouldn’t listen to His servants either, so God 

Himself came down and veiled Himself in human flesh.  He hid all majesty, but still spoke with 

authority, forgiving sins and confirming His word with miracles.  But they said, “Who is this 

who forgive sins by His own authority?”  “Isn’t this the son of Joseph, the one from Nazareth?”  

It was not that men couldn’t proclaim God’s absolution to people.  The priests did that all the 

time.  But Jesus was not a Levite, nor was a sacrificial animal brought.  Therefore, Jesus was 

forgiving on His own authority.  So, they did what they did to other prophets and killed Him. 

 

But we know that Jesus Himself was the sacrifice being offered.  When He forgave sins, He was 

putting the sins on Himself.  By shedding His blood once for all sin, Christ ended all other 

sacrifices for sin.  He put an end to the Law of Moses and its rituals and the burden of its laws, so 

that we would have the unhindered, pure Gospel proclaimed to us.  We have grace without the 

blood of circumcision or animals, without the Levitical priesthood, freely given.  And He rose 

from the dead proclaiming peace to all who would believe in Him.  He told the disciples not to 

fear.  He had conquered sin and death for them and was ushering in the Kingdom of God, a 

kingdom in which the creation hears the Creator’s voice again and joyfully receives life in His 

name.  And He breathed into His disciples the Holy Spirit so that they would carry that voice to 

the whole world.  Wherever they proclaimed the Gospel, God’s creatures were being taken out of 
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death to life, from sin to righteousness, from a hatred of the Word, to those who rejoice in the 

Word and gladly obey it. 

 

This office of the keys, which opens or closes heaven, was promised to the disciples in Matthew 

16 and 18, where Jesus said, “I will give you the keys to the kingdom of heaven…Whatever you 

loose on earth will be loosed in heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in 

heaven.”  They would do this not by any authority or power of their own, nothing in their 

character would make them worthy of it, but only by the authority of Jesus Christ and the power 

of the Holy Spirit.  Christ said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has be given to me, 

therefore go….”  What would they do?  They would use His authority to open the kingdom of 

heaven through the means of grace and to close it to those who do not repent.  By means of the 

Word preached, in Absolution, in Baptism, and in the Lord’s Supper, God comes down again 

and makes us new creatures, destroying the power of sin and death and covering us with Christ’s 

righteousness.  

 

Sadly, it didn’t take long for man to obscure the Gospel again after Christ came.  The Lord’s 

Supper was turned into a sacrifice offered again and again by the priests, Baptism’s work was 

limited to a past event as though it had no use for the Christian afterward, and Holy Absolution 

was hidden behind indulgences, penance, and purgatory.  Christians were forced to go to 

confession and enumerate all their sins, otherwise face earthly or eternal punishments.  And if 

they weren’t sorry enough or didn’t do all their prescribed works and prayers, they still faced 

judgment. 
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Martin Luther let the light of the Gospel shine again, removing penance, purgatory, enumeration, 

and forced, artificial confessions.  He let the Absolution have its prominent place as Christ 

intended.  He made Confession and Absolution an invitation, not obligation, so that we would 

joyfully go to hear our sins forgiven.  He also removed the sacrifice of the mass and showed 

Baptism to be a lifelong gift of God’s grace. 

 

But other Reformers fell off the horse on the other side.  They got rid of the means of grace.  

“Only God can forgive sins,” they said.  They really rejected the office of the keys, that God 

works and speaks through His Church to forgive sins.  They preferred that God work without His 

voice.  True, they believed in a gospel, but it became a descriptive message of what Christ did in 

the past which we must internalize and somewhere inside of us hear or feel God’s voice speaking 

(albeit silently) and respond to it.  Therefore, the spoken words like “If forgive you your sins,” “I 

baptize you,” and “This is my body…this is my blood of the New Testament; shed for you,” they 

would not believe conveyed anything but a symbol of a past work of God. 

 

But we believe that the Gospel is the power of God and that “faith comes from hearing.”  The 

Word of God does the work.  It performs what it says.  It does so through Christian parents to 

their children, through teachers, friends, and coworkers.  Every Christian has the treasure of the 

Gospel and when they speak it, the Holy Spirit speaks.  Can you confess your sins to someone 

besides a pastor?  I hope you do it all the time – especially husbands to your wives and children 

to your siblings!  And I hope you absolve them when others confess to you.   
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But God has also called and ordained for you a pastor to speak in His stead and by His 

command.  And no matter how awkward or young looking or ordinary or boring he might be, the 

thing that matters is that God has sent him.  When he forgives you, it “is just as valid and certain, 

even in heaven, as if Christ our dear Lord dealt with us Himself.” 

 

While you still hear His gracious voice, listen to Him.  Let His Word cleanse you and give you 

new life now so that you are fully prepared to meet Him in joy when He speaks to you face to 

face. 

 


