
Why do Catholics confess their sins to a priest?   

Sometimes what is implied in this question is either A) it’s weird to reveal bad things about 

yourself to another person, or B) the Catholic priest is trying to usurp the role of God who alone 

forgives sins.  To begin with what the Scriptures say on the topic, we hear the words of Jesus in 

the Gospel of John as he is sending out the Apostles after his resurrection: “’As the Father has 

sent me, so I send you’.  And when he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, 

‘receive the Holy Spirit.  Whose sins you forgive are forgiven them, and whose sins you retain 

are retained.’” (John 20:21-23)  So here, Jesus is giving the Apostles the authority to forgive 

sins.  Yet he also gives them this option of choosing to forgive a sin, or of not choosing to 

forgive a sin, which will be retained against a person.  So the question is: if they are given the 

option of forgiving or not forgiving a sin, how would they know what the sin is unless the person 

tells them?  I suppose some sins that people do are obvious, but others are done in secret – like 

an unsolved murder.  If sins are only to be between the person committing the sin and God – why 

would Jesus bother to say these words or give this command? 

Nowhere in the Bible does it say that you are to confess your sins directly to God.  Sometimes 

people point to the letter from St. Paul to Timothy to demonstrate that you must directly confess 

to God.  This letter says, “For there is one God.  There is also one mediator between God and the 

human race, Christ Jesus, himself human, who gave himself as ransom for all.”  (1 Tim 2:5-6)  

This does not say anything about confessing one’s sins to either God or man.  It says that Jesus is 

the mediator between God and man, and the Catholic Church agrees with that entirely.  But 

something else that the scriptures say is, “Confess your sins to one another and pray for one 

another, that you may be healed” (James 5:16)  This doesn’t say anything about confessing ones 

sins only to God, nor does it say anything about confessing to a priest.  What it does say is that 

human beings have an important part in the confession of sin and the healing of sin.  Where 

would we be if we didn’t have people to give us advice or to pick us up when we are down?  Are 

we really never to say we are sorry to one another and never to forgive one another because 

‘Only God forgives sin”?  No one would say that.  So we see that in the scriptures themselves 

there is an important human element in the forgiveness of sins which works alongside the 

forgiveness that God himself gives. 

Of course, anyone can debate these little quotes that we take from the Bible and say (just as I 

have done) “well, it doesn’t mean that it means this”.  Which points to the fact that the Bible 

alone simply is not clear on what we are to do with the confession of sins.  It does not say “you 

must go confess your sins to a priest” and neither does it say “confess your sins to God alone”.  

Just as with many things that we believe as Christians, whether Catholic or not, the Bible does 

not give us all the information we need. 

The Apostles were given the authority to forgive sins and likewise we heard from the epistle of 

James that we are to confess our sins to one another.  This shows the necessity of the human 

element in the forgiveness of sins.  Christ died for the forgiveness of our sins and it is only 



through him that we are granted mercy, but at the same Christ himself gave his Apostles the 

authority to forgive sins.  The only people of the New Testament who are determined that only 

God can forgive sins are none other than our friends the Pharisees who are appalled by Jesus’ 

words about forgiveness (Mark 2:5-12). 

So, if it doesn’t explicitly say that you must confess your sins to a priest in the Bible (just as it 

does not explicitly say that you only have to confess your sins directly to God), where does this 

practice come from?  Well, it starts with those Biblical quotes that we’ve already talked about, 

but it developed to a fuller understanding as time passed.  In the early Church, when it was still 

small, sins were confessed publicly (to the other members of the Church).  The Church fathers 

often write about how people should not be ashamed to confess their sins and that they should be 

less interested in their modesty than in eternal life.  Oftentimes people would live as penitents 

within the Church for years – bearing public witness that they were sinners.  For some sins, such 

as adultery, murder or apostasy (abandoning the faith) a person would have to live perpetually as 

a penitent.  Yet with time, penance became more simplified.  As the Church grew from being just 

a handful of people to being hundreds or even thousands of people, things had to change.  People 

would come to priests and monks to get advice on how to live holier lives and how to combat 

sin.  Since the public recitation of sins was simply too frightening for people, and that there were 

increasingly more people and therefore less time, the priest began to stand in on the part of the 

whole community, and confession became private and confidential.   

Private confession to a priest allowed for the forgiveness of sins from God through Christ’s 

representative the priest.  So when I offer a person absolution I don’t say “I forgive you” but 

instead I say “I absolved you in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit”.  I do 

not offer my own forgiveness, but I offer forgiveness on behalf of God.  It also allowed for some 

spiritual “counseling” so to speak – the priest could offer some advice on how to improve and 

how to look at things differently and how to accept God’s mercy. 

So this is how confession came about.  The Bible simply is not clear on the matter either way 

(nor does it have to be, which will be another article), but it grew and developed within the 

context of the Church which Christ himself founded while still holding true to the Scriptural 

texts. 

A lot of the resistance to the practice is that it is simply “different” from what others are used to.    

If a person is raised in a household where they follow the tradition of confessing their sins 

quietly to God (which is also not made clear in the Scriptures) then it will strike them as odd that 

you have to bring a priest into the mix.  The priest stands in for the whole Christian Community 

and also is a representative of Jesus Christ – the source of all mercy.  Sins, kept secret, never do 

us any good.  We should always take our sins to God and seek his mercy – both in our heart at 

any time, as well as regularly in the Sacrament of Confession.  The forgiveness of sins is so 

important and was such a part of the life of Jesus Christ, that we make it an important part of the 

life of the Church, raising it to the dignity of a Sacrament.  As you recall, a sacrament is an 



outward sign of an inward grace – something happening within our soul that has an outward, 

perceivable dimension to it.  When Jesus forgave people – he said words in order to let them 

know they were forgiven.  He did not simply fall silent and let them assume they were forgiven.  

He did not simply send unseen forgiveness vibes toward them – he spoke words that could be 

heard and understood.  So too with the Sacrament of Confession – the words are spoken and 

God’s forgiveness is received. 

The sacrament is also a way by which light can be shed upon a sin.  It is the job of the priest to 

try to help the person look upon things in a new light so that healing and change can take place.  

God’s grace certainly is helpful and necessary for this change in the soul, but it is also good to 

get advice from another person.  So often we play tricks on ourselves when we think of what we 

do wrong, and the help of another person can assist us to see through those tricks.  For instance, 

many people blame others for their behavior.  Or they confess the sins of others while ignoring 

their own.  The priest can help a person be more honest with himself or herself so that they can 

then begin to change. 

 

 

 


