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 Northview’s leadership group meets three times per year. This is done for a variety of 

reasons: we want to make sure that the various ministries remain integrated, we want to help, 

encourage, and pray for each other, we want to invest in our leaders by growing leadership skills, 

and we want to ensure that our leaders are intentionally growing in Christ. For this last outcome 

we take an hour and forty-five minutes to divide up by gender and ask and answer these 

questions: where have you seen God at work in your life, what is God saying to you recently, 

how are your devotional habits, and are you regularly connecting with your accountability 

partner? It is with this last question that I often get questions about, namely what should this 

relationship look like? 

 In one sense it seems to be very straight forward. An accountability partner is someone 

who we meet with to be held accountable and to hold accountable (if it’s a reciprocal 

relationship) . But, accountable for what? This is where things get more general and the usual 

understanding is, for things I need to be accountable for, like goal setting for example. Perhaps in 

our context that would be around devotional habits: have you been reading your Bible daily and 

praying? That sort of accountability has value and can be a part of the relationship that we’re 

asking our leaders to engage in. However, if that is all it is, it is missing the main element of 

what we want this relationship to be about. 

 We want the accountability relationship to be about SIN, or rather, the elimination of sin. 

It should come as no surprise that we all have our own personal struggle with sin. For some of us 

that can take the form of pornography, while for others it can be gossip, or envy. Because we all 
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deal with sin and all of us have our own particular besetting sin, we need to be intentional in 

dealing with it. Dealing with sin is more than just feeling bad about it or even saying sorry to 

God for having committed it. We are Wesleyans, so we believe that God’s grace not only releases 

us from the guilt of sin, but it delivers us from the power of sin. 

 Accountability relationships are about intentionally seeking deliverance from besetting 

sins through the means of grace. In this case the particular means of grace is through the 

discipline of confession. While many are familiar with the confessional of the Catholic Church, 

less are aware of the role of confession in the Protestant Church. More than that, many in the 

Evangelical tradition assume that the discipline of confessing to another human went out during 

the Protestant rejection of Catholicism. It didn’t, but even if it had, we would need to bring it 

back. Richard Foster, a recognized authority on spiritual disciplines, says this, “[Confession] 

involves an objective change in our relationship with God and a subjective change in us. It is a 

means of healing and transforming the inner spirit.”  In short, this is a gift given to us by God. 1

 There seems to be two main objections that evangelicals raise against confessing sins to 

other people. The first one is shame, the notion of revealing our sins to another person is 

embarrassing. Adele Calhoun insightfully writes: 

Confession may be good for the soul, but it can be very hard to do. We are invested in 
looking like good moral people. After all, appearing good is one way of dealing with the 
notion that something is wrong with us. We haven’t murdered anyone or robbed a bank. 
Furthermore, when we do wrong we try to fix it and make it better. We can put a great 
deal of energy into maintaining the image that we are good moral people.  2

  Richard J. Foster, Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth, revised ed. (New York, NY: 1

HarperCollins Publishers, 1988), 144.

  Adele Ahlberg Calhoun, Spiritual Disciplines Handbook: Practices that Transform Us (Downers Grove, 2

IL: IVP, 2005), 92.
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The heart of what is being said here is that we are not only embarrassed by our sin, but we want 

to hide it. This is the very reason why it needs the light of Christ to shine on it. Calhoun finishes, 

“But this very appearance of goodness can be a way we defend ourselves against our sin. For 

when we can’t see our sin we have nothing to confess.”  3

 The second objection is related to the first, we are more comfortable telling God our sin 

than we are telling others. To justify this feeling we buy into the idea that we are not called in 

Scripture to confess to anyone but God. Many misunderstand Luther’s doctrine of the priesthood 

of all believers in this way. They assume that Luther is saying that we no longer need anyone to 

mediate between us and God—we can go directly to God and be our own priests. However, that 

is not what Luther was saying—he continued meeting with and confessing to his spiritual advisor 

his whole life. Rather, his point was that the ministry of hearing confession and speaking words 

of absolution was given to the whole body, not just to one ordained person. We are all to be 

priests to one another. That’s why we receive instructions in Scripture on how to do this, 

“Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be 

healed” (James 5:16). We are also told, “If you forgive anyone’s sins, their sins are forgiven; if 

you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven” (John 20:23). Scripturally, confession is not 

designed to be between the individual and God. 

 This paper is not designed to give a full treatment for confession, for that please read the 

chapters from Richard Foster and Dietrich Bonhoeffer attached as appendixes. Instead, generally, 

here are some basic directions for accountability: 

  Spiritual Disciplines Handbook, 92.3

Page !  of !3 6



1. Be intentional in looking for an accountability partner. It won’t happen by accident. You 

need to determine that this is a discipline you are being called into and you are going to 

pursue purposefully. 

2. As you’re looking, you want someone of the same gender as you, who you are either already 

comfortable with or with whom you think you can become comfortable. Trust is a key 

component. Perhaps obviously, they should be a fellow Christian believer of godly character. 

3. When you approach them you are asking if they will be your accountability partner, not 

necessarily vice versa. While it would be ideal for the relationship to be reciprocal, it isn’t 

necessary. They may already have this relationship elsewhere or may not be ready for this 

discipline (their not being ready for the discipline doesn’t excuse us from it, after all it is 

called a discipline for a reason and as shown above we will never gravitate to this naturally). 

4. Make a schedule for meeting. Again, intentionality is key for success with this discipline. We 

sin multiple times every day, so a shorter schedule would be ideal, perhaps once every two 

weeks, but no longer than once per month. 

5. Once you’ve established a safe person and a safe place, you’ll need to do the hard work of 

honestly confessing your sin. Unless you’re a rare person you’ll probably start small, but as 

trust builds you will be able to share more honestly. 

6. After confessing your sin (and perhaps reflecting together on the patterns of sin emerging) 

the person to whom you are confessing will speak words of absolution to you and over you, 

“Your sins have been forgiven.” Of course, this is not the individual speaking their own 

words, they are speaking the truth of God’s word, as much as they would be if they were 
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telling you that God loves you. Again, see the appendixes, this is all rooted in the work of 

Christ on the cross. 

 John Wesley is the founding father of our movement, the Free Methodist Church in 
Canada. In a writing describing how Methodism arose and developed the way it did Wesley 
recounts the following regarding what he called the bands (groupings of sincere people looking 
to grow in Christ): 

[Young and old, men and women], therefore, wanted some means of closer union; they 
wanted to pour their hearts without reserve, particularly with regard to sin which did still 
easily beset them and the temptations which were most apt to prevail over them. And 
they were the more desirous of this when they observed it was the express advice of an 
inspired writer: “Confess your faults one to another, and pray one for another, that ye 
may be healed” (James 5:16 KJV). 

He continues to describe the results from this: 

Great and many are the advantages which have ever since flowed from this closer union 
of the believers with each other. They prayed for one another that they might be healed 
of their faults they had confessed; and it was so. The chains were broken, the bonds were 
burst in sunder, and sin had no more dominion over them. Many were delivered from the 
temptations out of which, till then, they found no way to escape. They were built up in 
our most holy faith. They rejoiced in the Lord more abundantly. They were strengthened 
in love, and more effectually provoked to abound in every good work.  4

Wesley also resourced his people with the following questions to ask at every meeting and they 

may be helpful for meeting in an accountability relationship: 

1. What known sins have you committed since our last meeting? 
2. What temptations have you met with? 
3. How were you delivered? 
4. What have you thought, said, or done, of which you doubt whether it is sin or not?  5

 What you see in Wesley’s writing around confession you’ll also encounter in Foster and 

Bonhoeffer: there is joy to be found in the discipline of confession because we are being granted 

  Alice Russie, ed., The Essential Works of John Wesley: Selected Books, Sermons, and Other Writings 4

(Uhrichsville, OH: Barbour Publishing, 2011), 816–817.

  Essential Works of John Wesley, 862.5
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the freedom for which Christ set us free. We do not need to bear sin or its guilt any longer. As 

well, we will be sure that the confession we make is not simply a pantomime of our own head. 

This is an important discipline for all of us (in leadership or not) to engage in, in order to grow in 

Christ. This is the way we desire you to be accountable with your accountability partner.
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