
 

First Sunday in Lent Matthew 5:1-16 

POWERLESS 

Step One 
We admitted we were powerless over alcohol [sin] –  

that our lives had become unmanageable. 
 

 Most of you are not in AA. I am aware that it may annoy you if I 
seem to be “pushing” a program that is not your own. I also take a 
chance of irritating those of you who are in AA, since you know more 
about the steps than I do. Almost everybody in AA knows more about 
the steps than anybody else. Yet I have wanted to show the mix of the 
vast richness and heritage of the Christian Faith with the simple “do 
something about it” approach of the Twelve-Step Program. Because it 
has the possibility of being both interesting and helpful to many, I have 
chosen to try this series. 

 Step One in AA is Step One on any spiritual path I know about: 
Blessed are the poor in Spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
“We admitted we were powerless over alcohol [sin] – that our lives had 
become unmanageable.” 

 Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount begins with the Beatitudes. The 
Beatitudes and the Lord’s Prayer itself are early Christian “Step 
Programs.” The Beatitudes are, besides being beautiful poetry and 
powerful teaching, the Nine-Step Program of the early church. The Nine 
Steps of the Beatitudes actually have greater breadth than the Twelve-
Step Program of AA. The AA Program, of necessity, is focused for people 
who are already debilitated, defeated and not thinking straight. The 
steps must be short, clear and simple. It starts out with a mandate to 
forget everything and everyone else (“go to any lengths”), if necessary, 
until you get your own life in order. First take the beam out of your 
own eye. (Matthew 7:5) 

 When dealing with the Nine Steps of the Beatitudes, it is well to 
remember that the rest of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5, 6 and 7) 
is commentary, explanation and illustration of the Nine Steps already set 
forth. Jesus is talking about a WAY of Life, a “Program for Living” for those 
who want to follow Him into a new Kingdom – just as the AA person is 
telling himself and his fellow drunks: “If you want to get sober, if you 
want out of your present life, these are the steps you must take.” 
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 Correlation between the Beatitudes (Matthew 5) and the Twelve-Step 
Program is not exact, yet often we can feel the Twelve-Step Program zero-
ing in on the specific and personal application of a Beatitude principle. 
It takes no imagination to realize that the similarities are dramatic: 

FIRST BEATITUDE  FIRST STEP 

Poor in spirit; humble The old “humility” and the present 
(Matthew 5:3) “powerlessness” are a close parallel 

SECOND BEATITUDE  FOURTH & FIFTH STEPS 

Mourn Take inventory, confess 
(Matthew 5:4) 

THIRD BEATITUDE  THIRD STEP 

Meek; obedient to God Turn will and life over is a nearly  
(Matthew 5:5) absolute corollary 

FOURTH BEATITUDE  SIXTH & SEVENTH STEPS 

Hunger for righteousness Ready for and asking God to make us right 
(Matthew 5:6) is personal application, but on target 

FIFTH BEATITUDE  EIGHTH & NINTH STEPS 

Merciful This is a reversal: made a list of all who had 
(Matthew 5:7) harmed us, and became willing to forgive 
 them all – and then forgave them 

SIXTH BEATITUDE  NO CORRESPONDING STEP 

Pure in heart 
(Matthew 5:8) 

SEVENTH BEATITUDE  TENTH STEP 

Peacemakers Admitting wrongs is our side of peacemaking 
(Matthew 5:9) 

EIGHTH BEATITUDE  ELEVENTH STEP 

Persecuted for righteousness Knowledge of His will for us, 
like the prophets spokesmen for God, people of prayer 
(Matthew 5:10-12) 

NINTH BEATITUDE  TWELFTH STEP 

Salt; light Salt practices these principles in all affairs; 
(Matthew 5:13-16) light carries the message 
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 In the Big Book of ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS, at the end of the 
Ninth-Step discussion (pages 83-84), twelve promises are mentioned – 

the rewards of working the steps. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus 
names the promise of each Beatitude as an integral part of that Beatitude. 
Jesus’ promises are a little higher and more astounding and far-reaching. 
The promises of AA are more mundane, but still head in the same 
direction. I shall leave these comparisons to those who are interested 
enough to pursue them. 

 I have learned that I am never really sure what you are hearing. 
What I think I have established is not only the interesting parallels 
between the Twelve-Step Program and the Sermon on the Mount, but 
also the necessity – for all of us who are religious and hope to grow 
spiritually – for us to take steps, to work a program. Again and again I 
am appalled at how many church members – people who call themselves 
“Christians” – are working no program, walking no path, taking no steps 
to get anywhere at all. Please do not misunderstand me: I am not sitting 
in judgment of them because I am unhappy with them. They are unhappy 
with themselves, and with their lives. I happen to run into them and we 
get to talking. It is in trying to discover why they are discouraged and 
hurt that I discover they are not walking any path, are not taking any 
steps or working any program, and often don’t seem to know that one 
even exists. No one ever bothered to mention to them that Christianity 
is a pilgrimage – a Path to walk, a WAY of Life. That is what is appalling. 
Many people read the Beatitudes but do not realize they are about a way 
to live. They say the Lord’s Prayer as mere words, and do not realize 
it is the distilled essence of how Jesus goes about His life – and how He 
intends all of His disciples to go about their lives. 

 The biggest change in my religion since I graduated from the 
Drinking Class (you never graduate from being an alcoholic) is the realiza-
tion that the grace and mercy of God is grace for the Path – grace for 
walking the WAY. Grace is free for the taking, but it is nothing at all for 
those who do not take it and then walk with it. There is nothing more 
pathetic than a “Christian” who sits in the same spot and keeps sucking in 
forgiveness just to keep sitting in the same spot. I am not saying any of 
this “at” anyone here; I’m just trying to establish premises. All of us have 
active guilt patterns. If I joggled yours, that was not the purpose. But I 
know that if I were sitting there and you were talking about this, it would 
joggle mine. 
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 Blessed are the poor in spirit. “We admitted we were powerless 
over sin – that our lives had become unmanageable.” Twin statements 
about how to begin walking a new Path – into a new Life. Not an indict-
ment, but a step to take: an awakening; an awareness to live from, and 
to live out of. To take a step, we have to look for the verb: admitted. 
I must admit my powerlessness – my inability to manage my life well on 
my own; that is, by my own wisdom, strength, purposes or desires. 

 This First Step seems so obvious and simple, how can it be a 
stumbling block to so many? Can I make the world the way I think it 
ought to be? Can I prevent all the disease, stop all the hunger, right all 
the injustices I see going on around me – and I mean every single day? 
If I had any power at all, I would certainly make a dent in some of this 
immediately. I sit in meetings, both with alcoholics and with non-
alcoholics, and hear people anguishing over this step – over whether they 
can admit to being powerless. But if they have power, why don’t they do 
something?! Take a walk through downtown Seattle; there are many 
people there who need somebody with “power” to help them. Take a stroll 
through Harborview Hospital; there are many people there who could use 
somebody with “power” to help them. We have crises of major magnitude 
going on all over the globe. If you have power, go fix them! 

 “Well,” you say, “that’s not fair. I have only a little power.” And 
that’s true, you do. But two things get me into this First Step with ease: 
One is trying to fix some of the things that are wrong. The other is 
tracking the word “little.” Just how “little” is your power? Don’t cheat 
now; we aren’t talking about the power of God carrying you. Some of you 
have been doing more than normal humans should be able to, and have 
been doing so for years, because you are not afraid or ashamed to let the 
power of God carry and sustain you. That doesn’t count. “I, by myself, 
am powerless.” That is what each one of us must admit in order to enter 
the Program – Christian or AA. 

 I am powerless against sin, the principle of alienation that operates 
everywhere in this world. Not only am I powerless to stop the mayhem 
in the Middle East or in downtown Seattle or sometimes even in this 
church, I am even powerless to prevent myself from contributing to it. 
I wake up in the morning and devote myself to being a child of The Light. 
And sometimes by nine in the morning I’m embroiled in a situation where 
there seem to be only choices between varying shades of darkness – 

and sometimes one of them is me. Do I manage my life well? In compari-
son to what? In comparison to the way some of you would manage my 
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life, maybe I do it quite well, and vice versa. But that isn’t fair either, 
because many of us already know that “it is necessary for us as Christians 
to pray every day, to study some portion of the Scriptures each day, 
seeking in grace and praise to discover God’s will for our own lives on 
a daily basis.” We wouldn’t make this statement, and couldn’t take it 
seriously, if we had not worked the First Step. 

 Nevertheless, from time to time, I forget. Something goes wrong – 

for me or for one of you or for somebody else I care about – and “off I go” 
to fix it. Spencer is dead and his church is too deeply in debt, and I am 
going to heal it or fix it? I never know for sure when God will give me the 
authority to do something way beyond my own power, or when God will 
empower me to assist some person to whom God has assigned a 
redemptive task. But that is at the other end of the Program, clear up at 
Step Eleven. As a matter of fact, that cannot happen at all, truly, unless 
I have taken many steps in between. 

 So first I have to take the First Step. (Strange logic, isn’t it – taking 
the first step first?) First I have to admit to the level of my own personal 
power in the context of the evil and sin within and around me. I am 
unable to save myself, unable to save those around me, and unable to 
save the world. By myself I am powerless. And the more I govern my life 
by my own light and for my own purposes, the more unmanageable it 
becomes. I can always tell when I am taking the reins back into my own 
hands, because the fear level shoots up. Some of you call it anxiety or 
worry, but I call it fear. Always when fear rises, anger is not far behind 
(though often, people who cannot admit anger get depressed). When I 
admit I am powerless and realize it truly, the fear drops almost instantly 
back to normal. 

 Of course, I already believe there is a God. Though I am powerless, 
God is not. Remembering who is truly in charge drops my fear level. 
That also is cheating. I already know the Second Step. So do most of you. 
But I have great compassion for those walking this Path for the first time. 
For them, admitting they are powerless feels like being held out over 
the bottomless void and, the moment they admit they are powerless, 
they will drop. It is one of the great Catch-22 places in life. If you don’t 
know or trust God, Step One is the way in, but Step One feels like the 
admission of utter destruction: I am the only power I know or trust, and 
I am powerless. That is how Step One feels to most people, at one time 
or another in their lives. So when I say Step One is simple and obvious, 
it is for you who are spiritually awake and aware. We need to keep taking 
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the step to counter our pride and to put our perspective back straight, 
but it is much easier after you have already “come to believe,” which is 
Step Two. 

 In our religious tradition and heritage, power (like love) has always 
belonged to God. All power comes from God. Obvious, I know, but just 
thought I should mention that this step is as old as the hills: Once God 
has spoken; twice have I heard this: that power belongs to God [it is not 
mine; I am powerless] (Psalm 62:11); Do not say to yourself, “My power 
and the might of my own hand have gotten me this wealth” (Deuteronomy 
8:17); Then Jesus, filled with the power of the Spirit [not His own power] 
(Luke 4:14); Stay here in the city until you have been clothed with power 
from on high (Luke 24:49); You shall receive power when the Holy Spirit 
has come upon you (Acts 1:8); But we have this treasure in clay jars, 
so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to God 
and does not come from us (II Corinthians 4:7); My grace is sufficient 
for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness (II Corinthians 12:9); 
That I may know him and the power of his resurrection (Philippians 3:10); 
and I Corinthians 1:27; II Chronicles 14:11; Ezekiel 34:4; Psalm 35:10; 
Romans 5:6; II Corinthians 13:4; I Corinthians 2:7-10; II Chronicles 20:12; 
I Corinthians 1:18, 15:43; Ephesians 3:20; Psalm 78:22; Ecclesiastes 8:8; 
Isaiah 40:29; Zechariah 4:6; Luke 5:17. 

 Faithful people have been working Step One for at least four 
thousand years. The “First Step” has always been an integral part of 
our WAY. How it came to be lost or neglected, I’m not sure. If it takes AA 
to remind us, so be it. But whatever it takes, we must be reminded, 
because there is no way to get into or go on with the Christian Life unless, 
in some manner, deeply and earnestly, we have taken and keep taking 
this First Step. So if you are not an alcoholic, have you taken the First 
Beatitude? Blessed are the poor in spirit – the humble, those who know 
their need of God, those who know that power does not belong to or 
come from them. “Christians” who have not taken the First Beatitude – 

the First Step – what are they like? Either they sit in the seat of the 
spectator or, in the words of the First Psalm, they sit in the seat of the 
scornful. 

 

*          *          * 
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TWO THINGS – TOO QUICKLY: 

 1.) There is a whole movement rising (again) in disdain of this 
approach. And there are many different groups and approaches within 
this movement. We simply need to be aware of it. Many of our best 
friends are already in it. Some of it is actually angry toward AA and the 
portions of Christianity that still know and practice the Christian WAY. 
Its emphasis is on claiming our own power, realizing our inner potential, 
making our own destiny. Often the power of the mind is a place of 
central focus and teaching. Annoyance, and often outright anger, toward 
Jesus (especially Jesus as more than a man) usually accompanies this 
perspective. It is logical that a savior would not appeal to those who 
believe they have the power to save themselves. Jesus the man may be 
slightly interesting to them, but Jesus the Christ is anathema. I suspect 
that this movement will grow with astonishing speed in the near future. 
It has much to recommend itself to the longings and opinions of American 
culture and to the frustrations of our time. 

 2.) One of the places of greatest stress for us “normal” Christians 
of this era – that is, stress in light of the First Step – is the feeling of 
vertigo when it comes to thinking of moral and social responsibility. 
If we are powerless, why do we feel so guilty when confronted with all the 
causes so many people are trying to get us to be part of ? Most of these 
appeals recite the refrain: “You can make a difference.” Some people 
worry that taking the First Step will make them “care less” about the 
plight of others. Those in leadership positions worry that the Twelve-
Step Program will become a handy excuse for thousands of people to 
stop participating in the important “help efforts” they are trying to 
promote. This is not a baseless charge. Both AA and the Christian 
church can become very narcissistic through some of the phases of 
growth, and many people do get stuck (sometimes for years) in one phase 
or another along the way. Some people get stuck in the phase of social 
action, so why wouldn’t some people get stuck in the phase of personal 
healing and nurture? 

 

*          *          * 
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 But enough. It is Lent. We need to keep taking steps if we are going 
to make progress. As my father used to say, “If you’re coasting, you 
know you’re going downhill.” So start. Whether for the first time or, 
more likely, in review, start with the First Step: Blessed are the poor in 
spirit. “We admitted we were powerless over sin – that our lives had 
become unmanageable.” Or perhaps you would like it to be even more 
familiar, like in a prayer you are supposed to pray every day. Can you 
truly pray the Lord’s Prayer without taking a First Step? Thine is the 
kingdom and the power and the glory, for ever. Amen. 

 Thine is the power, not mine. I, by myself, am powerless. And 
without Your help, my life is unmanageable. Is that not our prayer? 
 




