
SINNERS ANONYMOUS
The Marvelous Mercy of God

Text: Psalm 84:1-7; Jer 14:7-10, 19-22; Luke 18:9-14; 2 Tim 4:6-8, 
16-18

Ten Words That Changed the World

A bead of sweat broke out on the forehead of the man as his eyes shifted 
nervously from face to face around the circle. "Hello," he said. "My name is Bill, 
and I am an alcoholic." 

With those ten words, “Bill W,” as he is famously known, helped catalyze one 
of the greatest movements in human health and wholeness of the past century. 
Since the days in 1935 when a group of Christian prayer partners founded 
Alcoholics Anonymous, millions of people have said words like Bill W’s and, 
thus, begun a spiritual exodus from the bondage of addiction toward the 
Promised Land of new life. AA has now inspired or spawned nearly 100 other 
recovery organizations, addressing human struggles ranging from gambling to 
lust, and shopping to overeating.

What is it that accounts for the life-altering effect of AA and groups like it? The 
answer, I’m convinced, has something to do with what God does when 
someone enters a circle of real community – a place where people are truly 
committed to listening deeply to one another and bearing one another’s 
burdens and encouraging each other along life’s challenging way. 

The success of AA also has something to do with what God does when that 
community loves you enough to offer you constructive accountability – to 
offer you feedback without condemnation, to ask you about the progress you 
are or are not making in the growth of character or conduct you want for 
yourself. 

But as wonderful as they are, community and accountability can’t really happen 
without a third ingredient. There also needs to be authenticity. By 
authenticity, I mean self-awareness that we struggle with conditions and needs 
we don’t know how to fix on our own and a willingness to name this reality 
before others. 

This is where the ancient spiritual practice of personal confession comes in. 
Authentic personal CONFESSION is one of the indispensable secrets to growing 
spiritually and relationally healthy. But it’s not easy, is it?

The Religion of the Pharisee



Ironically, sometimes the last people to practice real community, constructive 
accountability, or authentic confession are religious people. Which may be 
why, in our lectionary reading from Luke’s gospel today, Jesus bothers to tell a 
parable about this. 

Hear with me the Word of God as it comes to us from Luke chapter 18 at verse 
9. “To some who were confident of their own righteousness and 
looked down on everyone else, Jesus told this parable:“Two men went 
up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 
The Pharisee stood by himself and prayed: ‘God, I thank you that I am 
not like other people—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this 
tax collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get’” (Luke 
18:10-12).

Do you see the big themes here? For the first man (the Pharisee), the religious 
community is the place he goes to thank God that he is better than a lot of 
other people he could name, including some other people right here in this 
room. Church is the place he also goes to exult in all his religious 
achievements, to count his moral merit badges, to think about all the good 
deeds he’s doing that he’s pretty sure other aren’t doing so often or so well. 

Do you get this picture that Jesus is painting? Do you also realize that many 
people in our world today think that this is what most church people are like? I 
was reminded of this sobering reality at a conference I attended this past week 
in Wheaton with David Kinnaman, president of the Barna Research Group. 
Kinnaman is one of our nation’s leading authorities on religious attitudes and 
attitudes toward religion. He has looked especially closely at the view of the 
Millennial Generation – that is people aged 18-30. And what Kinnaman and his 
research partners have discovered is very disturbing. 

Let’s remember that the Church of Jesus Christ is always just one generation 
from extinction. Every generation must take very seriously its responsibility to 
transmit the faith it has received to the next wave of believers or the Christian 
movement begins to die away. And here is where the Barna Research Group is 
shouting for our attention. Their research confirms that 59% of the Millennial 
Generation – an enormously significant segment of our society – is walking 
away from organized religion with no interest in coming back. 

Now, I’m not talking about kids who never really were all that involved in the 
first place. I mean kids who went through Sunday School or made their 
confirmation or were active in the church youth group or went to Young Life. 
Nearly 60% of OUR kids – kids raised in evangelical Christian homes -- are 
checking out of the church for good. When surveyed as to why, they say, 
“You lost me.”  In fact, that’s the title of Kinnaman’s new book. 

David says that when you get underneath the data, the response of this 



disaffected generation boils down to impressions like these: I was genuinely 
interested in Jesus and his way. There is such beauty there. There is such hope 
for the world in the vision of Jesus. But the people I met in church didn’t seem 
aligned with this. Even my own parents. I was looking for guidance from them, 
a model of what it looks like to really follow Jesus. But their faith didn’t seem to 
go very deep. It didn’t seem to change their life much once they got home 
from church. Many church people I met seemed to crush questions and doubts, 
where the Jesus I read about seemed to welcome them. 

To the Millennials that Kinnaman studied, many church people – especially 
evangelical Christians -- seemed like haters and boasters. In other words, they 
appeared unusually preoccupied with the sins of others – all the evildoers over 
there. Or else, they seemed so proud of how religious they were compared to 
everybody else. 

Do you get this picture? In simple terms, the behavior of church people didn’t 
look or sound to their own children much like Jesus. They couldn’t see how a 
religion like this could shape a better life or a more hopeful world. It was like 
the critical, prideful religion of the Pharisee in Christ’s parable. “That’s why you 
lost me,” they said.

The Faith of the Tax Collector

There’s a lot of talk these days about the decline of faith and morality in 
American life. And there’s truth in it. The mounting vitriol and violence is hard 
to miss. The worship of vanity and celebrity has become a wrecking ball in our 
society. The breakdown of family life, the corruption and chaos in politics, the 
damage being done to God’s creation seem out of control. The weak are 
abused, the elderly are forgotten, the stranger is feared. 

In the words of the prophet Jeremiah: “We have often rebelled; we have 
sinned against you. You who are the hope of Israel, its Savior in times 
of distress” (Jeremiah 14:7-8).  If ever there was a society in need of 
rediscovering God’s vision of life, his life-changing power, it is ours.  

But this recovery isn’t going to come in the way some of us – especially those 
of us in the noble evangelical wing of the Christian faith – may think. It isn’t 
going to come by more organizing or picketing or boycotting or voting, or it 
would be here already. We’ve done a lot of those things over the past decades. 
The spiritual and moral reformation we need is not going to come by ranting 
harder at the sins of other people, or resting in self-congratulation at what we 
are doing right. That strategy is not only NOT winning the world, it is driving 
away our kids. 

What I believe is needed today are more people who come to church like the 
SECOND person in Jesus’ parable and it is to that part of the Scripture lesson 



we turn.  

Jesus tells us that “the tax collector stood at a distance.” Maybe he stood 
at a distance because he didn’t want to get too close to the Pharisee. We could 
understand that, perhaps. More likely, however, the tax collector stood at 
distance because he was simply nervous about getting too close to God. Jesus 
confirms this when he adds that “He would not even look up to heaven.” 

Why did not even look up to heaven? Because he was likely afraid that he’d see 
a lightening bolt heading his way! This tax collector was aware of who he was. 
He was a collaborator with the hated Roman occupying force. He had bid his 
way into one of the most disreputable businesses in history and was making his 
money by overcharging people on their taxes and pocketing the difference. 

This man was aware of what he had done or left undone. He was aware that 
these things made him absolutely unworthy of fellowship with the holy God. In 
fact, the weight of his guilt was so heavy that ”He beat his breast.” In the 
ancient world this was a universally recognized sign of humility and grieving. 
And then, too afraid of the consequences of his life story to even look in the 
direction of heaven, “he said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner’” (Luke 
18:13). 

In other words: “God, I’m Bill, and I’m a taxaholic. I’m a greedaholic. I’ve been 
addicted to the kingdom of thingdom. I’ve been obsessed with getting money 
and I’ve injured a lot of people along the way. I’m a corrupt man caught up in 
a corrupt system, contributing to a corrupt world. I feel powerless before the 
grip of what’s got me. I need a higher power to deliver me and help me 
become the person I want to be. Please Lord, have mercy on me, a sinner.”

“I tell you,” said Jesus, “that this man, rather than the other, went 
home justified before God. For all those who exalt themselves will be 
humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted” (Luke 
18:14).

The Recovery of Us All

Let me land this message and send you on your way with a simple assertion 
and then an invitation. First, the assertion: Our nation and neighborhoods, 
our homes and kids, our workplaces and worship-places need people who are 
actually living like Jesus. But the truth is that many of us are NOT. We are 
addicted to all kinds of things that run contrary to Christ and his kingdom. 

Some of us are in the grip of greed or anger or lust or envy or sloth [Dan 
expands]. Some of us are hooked on the speed of life or some kind of chemical 
substance and it is killing us. Some of our relationships are being wrecked by 
our pride or our selfishness or our inability to set sane boundaries or tell the 



truth to the people around us. Some of us are so self-righteous or so locked in 
our political religion we wouldn’t approve of Jesus, even if he walked right up 
to us – anymore than the Pharisees did when God came to them.

There is a lot to confess in this room. We all need mercy. We need it from one 
another and most of all from the hands of God. But the GOOD NEWS is that 
this marvelous mercy is still available to anyone who knows they are a sinner. 
The one requirement for receiving the marvelous mercy of God is to know that 
you need it. Do you know this?

An amazing Reformation of the Christian movement began in the 16th century. 
It started when a critical mass of church people shifted from the mentality of 
the Pharisee in Christ’s parable to the outlook of the Tax Collector. For years, 
church people had been trying to justify themselves before God and others. 
They worked hard at trying to appear better than the people around them. They 
wore themselves out with religious rituals and penitential deeds.

In studying the scriptures, however, individuals like Martin Luther and John 
Calvin realized that the gap between their version of righteousness and the real 
holiness of the true God was so huge that no amount of ritual or pretending or 
pointing fingers at other sinners could possibly save them [Dan tells the legend 
of Martin Luther’s crawl up the cathedral steps]. 

Confessing they were utterly powerless before the grip of sin in their own lives, 
Luther, Calvin, and others threw themselves upon the grace and mercy of God 
alone – a marvelous mercy made visible in the fact that while we were still 
sinners, Christ chose to die in our place (Romans 5:8). And their recovery and 
that of the culture around them began. God used the church born out of this 
confessing, humble, authentic Christianity to change Western Civilization for the 
good.

It can happen again. 

Hear the Word of the Lord: “If my people, who are called by my name, 
will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from 
their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and I will forgive 
their sin and will heal their land” (2 Chron 7:14). The brother of Jesus 
wrote to the church, "Confess your sins to one another and pray for each 
other, so that you may be healed” (James 5:16). 

So, in closing today, here’s the invitation: Let’s actually DO that. Let’s get 
more humble about our need of mercy, each of us. Let’s confess to our spouse 
or our best friend, to our pastor or small group, where our lives are a mess and 
we need care and accountability, fervent prayer, and God’s renewing power. 



You see the true Church of Jesus has never been the Haters and Boasters Club. 
It’s never been a building – a mere museum for religious rituals and symbols – 
no matter how beautiful some buildings are. The true Church of Jesus is a 
perpetual and mobile meeting of Sinners Anonymous (or maybe Unanimous). 
It’s where people in need of mercy confess that reality and get engaged with 
the life-changing power of God.

So let me say it again: My name is Daniel, and I am a sinaholic, as my wife and 
kids can tell you. I keep coming to these meetings because I need them. I 
come because as great a sinner as I am, Christ is an even greater savior. And I 
know he has mercy for YOU too.

Let us pray...

O God of Grace, we give You thanks today that You are far more willing to hear 
and forgive our sins than we even are to speak of them. We confess that we are 
often too ashamed of our inner thoughts to lay them openly before You. We 
admit that we are frequently too concerned with impressing others to talk with 
them honestly about our struggles.  We concede, dear Lord, that there are 
probably whole areas of our life where we have become so accustomed to 
living out of step with your character and kingdom that we don't even think to 
confess them anymore. Merciful God, forgive us for all of this and more. 
Establish a deeper health within us, a fuller communion with You, and a more 
authentic community with one another.  For this we pray in the name of Christ 
our Savior.  Amen.
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