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Confessing with the mouth –then a surprise Sermon preached by Rev. Bruce Barber 
 

 

Romans 10:10:  ‘One believes with the heart and so is justified, and one confesses 

with the mouth and so is saved’ 

A strange text is it not. We who like Paul live for the most part in the Graeco-Roman 

tradition might have expected him to write ‘One believes with the mind’. But Paul 

preferred his Jewish roots, which understood that, for an encounter with truth, the 

heart was the much more embracing organ.  

But it is the latter half of the text that is to be our real concern: ‘one confesses with the 

mouth and so is saved’. This is surely a striking and culturally provocative reversal. 

Our way of doing it would be to say: First get saved - leaving aside for the moment 

what that is presumed to mean - and then go and speak of your discovery. But this is 

neither Paul’s ordering nor his intention. As to the order, it is the other way round: 

first confession, then salvation: ‘one confesses with the mouth - and so is saved.’ 

Secondly, there is a specific subtlety in Paul’s choice of language. He speaks of 

‘confession’ not ‘witness’ – and there is a significant difference at stake. Whereas 

‘witness’ has to do with a sharing amongst people – what in Church contexts we used 

to call ‘giving a testimony’ – ‘confessing’, on the other hand,  is always understood to 

be addressed to God – albeit in the presence of another or others. That is to say, 

‘confession’ brings the demands of the living God into the present quite concrete 

moment. 

At any rate, the point is this. If one wants to get to the Christian heart of the matter, it 

is necessary to put ourselves in the way of a coherent confession. Only then will there 

be any fruitful outcome. This is why we gather for worship: to offer to God our 

common confession. And this is also why, amongst other things, every Sunday the 

liturgy proposes that, as a community, we say the Creed in the context of that 

worship.  

Nothing, surely, could be more counter cultural than this proposal, since today’s 

culture - if that is the right word - hates two things – without, one might venture, 

understanding either: those supposed twin villains of creed and dogma. The irony of 

course is that this cultural disdain for dogma and creed is the sort of dogma you have 

when you imagine you are not having dogma, or is the credal ‘doctrine’ implicitly 

espoused in the delusion that you are running a mile from doctrine.  

Then there is a further curious inconsistency about this hostility. It is surely a strange 

phenomenon that the telling of family stories - the researching of ancestral 

genealogies and the like - appears to be flourishing as never before, not to speak of the 

idolatrous inflation of something like Australia Day, precisely in a climate where the 

telling of a larger religious tradition-shaping story is emphatically being rejected. On 

the one hand, virtually everyone knows that to turn our backs on the recital language 

of a family history precludes us from participating in any meaningful sense in our 

own personal hold on family tradition or identity. Yet this same necessity is met with 

scorn so far as a religious tradition is concerned.  



Well at any rate, Old Testament and Gospel this morning are of the same mind as 

Paul. Both readings are about words: about confessing and receiving. The 

confessional recital from the book of Deuteronomy is one of the oldest in the Old 

Testament. It marks the first appearance of what we know as a creed, the rehearsal of 

those primary events which give birth to the faith of Israel. Through their recital, the 

phenomena of nature – the first fruits of the ground – are put in service of the events 

of history. But even history, like nature, is mute until words bring its essential 

creativity to light. This is why all subsequent generations, far removed in time from 

these initiating events, are summoned to their learning and their recital in the presence 

of God. With these words, we might say, the past salvation of these primal events is 

made contemporary with each new generation. Through the speaking and the hearing 

of the confession, there is an unveiling; new eyes really ‘see’ the significance of an 

ambiguous present, which otherwise would be quite opaque. 

So we hear: 

 ‘You shall make this response before the Lord your God: 

A wandering Aramean was my ancestor; he went down into Egypt and lived 

there as an alien, few in number, and there he became a great nation….When 

the Egyptians treated us harshly and afflicted us …. we cried to the lord the 

God of our ancestors; the Lord heard our voice and saw our affliction, our toil 

and our oppression …. ‘ 

And so it goes on, recalling in dramatic escalation a confession in which, we note, not 

only the elected Hebraic people participate, but also the wider culture:  

‘Then you, together with the aliens who reside among you, shall celebrate with 

all the bounty that Lord your God has given to you and to your house’. 

No exclusions are entertained here. All are to know, as indeed contemporary Judaism 

continues to know, what the Christian Paul, once Saul the Jew, is declaring:  

‘One believes with the heart and so is justified, and confesses with the lips and 

so is saved’. 

And the matter is all the clearer in the gospel. On the first Sunday in Lent it is 

customary to read the familiar temptation narrative of the Gospel. What is easily 

concealed by our familiarity with this narrative is the nature of the weapon which 

Jesus invokes in order to repudiate the all encompassing seductions offered to him. It 

is all too easy to turn him into some romantic heroic figure, who, by virtue of his 

superior gifts, can do what we lesser mortals have no hope of achieving. But what 

does the text actually say? To the threefold Satanic temptation, Jesus appeals to 

nothing in himself, but only to the power of scriptural confession: ‘It is written’; it is 

written: it is written’. Only then are we told: demonic temptation departs. ‘A Word 

shall quickly slay him’! Luther encourages us to sing. That’s the truth of it. But that 

word takes effect only temporarily!  For not even Jesus can rely permanently on a 

mere written text. A past word must be ever renewed. Here where, above all, 

temptation to substitute a lie for truth is at hand, Paul’s word is so decisively being 

enfleshed: 

‘One believes with the heart and so is justified, and confesses with the mouth 

and so is saved’ 

  



No less is true for us. This emancipating word must be continually renewed. We have 

to make the confession over and over again - which is only another way of saying that 

we might get a better grasp of that problematic and regrettably unappealing word: 

salvation, which in three more accessible words simply means wholeness; safety; 

security.  

Well, with a promise like this, as with so much else, wouldn’t it be liberating if we 

could come to each service of worship - as if for the very first time? That the 

preconceptions, or even misconceptions, that we and our culture are saddled with 

didn’t have the hold over us that they have, so that the power of confession, with its 

promised corollary of salvation, could be ours with no strings attached.  

One sign of such a liberation that helps those of us who preside and preach is the 

putting on of this alb. It should be a reminder to you too, since metaphorically you too 

every Sunday are wearing the white robes of your baptism. Why do preachers and 

presiders put this on? Not for some aesthetic affect, much less because we like 

‘dressing up’, but because without it we are literally naked - well perhaps not literally, 

which has to be a relief!  But, yes, literally in the sense that without it we have 

nothing to say. For the alb clothes us with the confession. Without it all you get is our 

prejudices. With it the preacher and presider can rely on some authority. But only 

temporarily! It might look like we are in control, but the reality is, so far as preaching 

is concerned, that you are only eavesdroppers on the conversation that the text is 

having with the preacher. Before the sermon takes shape, and equally - rest assured - 

after its delivery, the preacher knows nothing. But with ‘the confession with the 

mouth’, even the preacher can be saved! So that when we take the alb off, rather like a 

reverse image of the shroud of Turin, we might hope against hope that some residual 

image of the text might attach even to this body. 

So to a final observation, permitted – required even – by alb and the confession. In a 

few weeks several thousand atheists will be meeting in our city - to celebrate 

something we know not what. We can be confident that their strident strictures against 

a God they don’t believe in almost certainly will have to do with a God that none of 

us here believes in either. Equally certainly, with texts like these this morning, in five 

minutes we could stitch up two of the noisiest current enfants terribles, Richard 

Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens.  Incidentally, what a burden his first name must 

be to Hitchens – ‘Christopher’ – ‘Christ bearer’, wonderful irony.  

These, and the Catherine Deveney’s of this world, play in their theological 

kindergartens with their grotesque home made blocks, only to smash down their little 

caricatures with childish triumphant cry: ‘look at me! look at me! 

Though not, of course, impossible, their salvation is unlikely, since nobody wants to 

give up their ideologies. 

That’s why Paul, as ever, can be relied on: 

‘One believes with the heart and so is justified, and confesses with the lips -

and so is saved’. 

*** 

 


