Why Am I Here? #10

“Unconditional Surrender”

selected Scriptures


Standing all of five-foot-one and weighing 120 pounds, seventeen-year-old Hiram arrived at the United States Military Academy at West Point with no interest whatsoever in a military life and a great fear of flunking out. He was terribly introverted by nature, and the fact that his initials spelled “HUG” didn’t help any.


When Hiram registered, however, he discovered that the congressman who wrote his recommendation letter mistakenly used his middle name as his first name and his mother’s maiden name as his middle name. Thus Ulysses Simpson Grant was enrolled in the famed military school. Some of his fellow cadets picked up on his initials “U. S.” Grant, calling him “Uncle Sam” Grant.


Grant would later join the Union forces in the Civil War, rising to the rank of Lieutenant General of the Army. At Fort Donelson, Tennessee, the Confederate troops asked for a truce. Grant responded with the message, “No terms except unconditional and immediate surrender can be accepted.” From that time on, U. S. Grant became known as “Unconditional Surrender” Grant.


Our reaction to the word “surrender” depends upon which side we are on. If we are the ones being surrendered to, then we like that word; if, however, we are the ones doing the surrendering…not so much. Surrendering implies losing, and who one wants to be a loser? We think of surrendering as admitting defeat in battle, forfeiting a game, or saying “uncle” to the neighborhood bully. The word is almost always used in a negative context. In today’s competitive culture we are taught to never give up and never give in—so we don’t hear much about surrendering. If winning is everything, surrendering is unthinkable. We would rather talk about winning, succeeding, overcoming, and conquering than yielding, submitting, obeying, and surrendering.
 


In the spiritual realm, though, surrender has a completely different connotation. It is our soul’s response to God’s amazing love and mercy. Surrendering to God is the very heart of worship.


Paul speaks of this spiritual surrender in the book of Romans. I like the way the Today’s English Version renders Romans 6:13, “Give yourselves to God… Surrender your whole being to him to be used for righteous purposes.” Later in Romans 12:1 we read (from the same translation), “So then, my friends, because of God’s great mercy to us…offer yourselves as a living sacrifice to God, dedicated to his service and pleasing to him. This is the true worship that you should offer.”  Notice the first and last words of that verse are the same: offer. True worship happens when we give ourselves completely to God.

The Barriers to Unconditional Surrender 

Surrender is not natural to us, though. We hesitate to surrender to God sometimes because we are afraid, sometimes because we are arrogant, and sometimes because we are amiss in our understanding of the word. 

Sometimes we fail to surrender to God because we are afraid. Think of the popular group exercise where one person falls backwards and the others are to catch him. That can be scary, can’t it? The person about to fall is thinking, “What if they don’t catch me?” It boils down to a matter of trust. Our willingness to surrender depends upon how much we trust, and how much we trust someone depends upon how well we know them. The more we come to know God, the more we realize how much He loves us, and the more we can trust Him. The more we trust God, the easier surrender becomes.

Sometimes we fail to surrender to God because we are arrogant. We want to be in control, and our pride keeps us from admitting that we are the creature (and not the Creator). Remember Satan’s temptation to Eve in the Garden of Eden: “You will be like God!” (Genesis 3:5). The desire to have complete control is the cause of so much stress in our lives. Life becomes a struggle, and, like Jacob, we end up struggling against God! We want to be God, but there’s no way we are going to win that struggle.
 The only way to overcome this barrier to surrender is humility. We must constantly remind ourselves that there is one God, and He is not me! Surrender involves swallowing our pride.

Sometimes we fail to surrender to God because we are amiss in understanding what surrendering to Him means. Surrendering to God is not passive resignation, fatalism, or an excuse for laziness. Neither is it accepting the status quo. In fact, it may mean the exact opposite: sacrificing our lives or suffering in order to change what needs to be changed. Furthermore, surrendering to God does not mean giving up rational thinking, nor emotional feeling.
 No, as we will see in a moment, surrendering to God is laying down our will.

We must not allow the barriers of fear, pride, or confusion keep us from what God calls from us, which is unconditional surrender.

The Bowing of Unconditional Surrender


What does this “unconditional surrender” look like? It is called many things: “consecration,” “making Jesus your Lord,” “taking up your cross,” “dying to self,” or  “yielding to the Spirit.” Those all sound nice and spiritual, but what does it really mean? What matters most is not what we call it, but that we do it. God wants our life—all of it. Ninety-five percent is not enough.


A good illustration of this is seen in 1 Kings 20:1-4,

Now Ben-Hadad king of Aram mustered his entire army. Accompanied by thirty-two kings with their horses and chariots, he went up and besieged Samaria and attacked it. He sent messengers into the city to Ahab king of Israel, saying, “This is what Ben-Hadad says: ‘Your silver and gold are mine, and the best of your wives and children are mine.’” The king of Israel answered, “Just as you say, my lord the king. I and all I have are yours.” 

What Ben-Hadad demanded was absolute surrender; and what Ahab gave was what was demanded of him—absolute surrender. Like General Grant in the Civil War, nothing less than unconditional surrender would be accepted. Andrew Murray writes, “The condition of God’s blessing is absolute surrender of all into His hands.”


Notice Ahab’s words: “I and all I have are yours.” Nothing is held back. This is not a partial surrender or a negotiated settlement. Ben-Hadad demanded it all, and Ahab accepted those terms. (If you keep reading in the chapter, though, when it came time to actually turn over all his possessions to the stronger king, Ahab reneged on his earlier agreement. This, too, is an accurate portrayal of what often happens in the spiritual realm.)


God demands no less than that from us. As Charles Stanley puts it in his fine book, Confronting Casual Christianity,

God is not satisfied with “just” saints. He wants us to live under the Lordship of Christ. Less than total surrender is rebellion toward God. You may cam​ouflage it; paint it; sophisticate it; but if you are not living under the Lordship of Christ, you are in known rebellion toward God.


Another biblical example of this is found in Matthew 19. Jesus is approached my a man whose name is never recorded. Most of us know of him as the “rich young ruler.” He asks Jesus what is necessary to earn eternal life. Eventually Jesus tells this man what he needs to do. In verse 21 Jesus says: “Sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” Once again, unconditional surrender is demanded. No negotiating, no cutting a deal…only a demand, take it or leave it. Kyle Idleman comments in his book, Not a Fan,

Jesus invites the man to become his follower, but first the man is told to sell all his possessions and give to the poor. He’s faced with the choice of following Jesus or keeping his stuff, but he couldn’t do both. There was no way to follow Jesus without denying himself.


Sadly, the young man declined the demand and walked away. He revealed where his true commitment was by refusing to deny himself. He wanted to say yes to following Jesus without saying no to himself. He wanted to be close enough to Jesus to have eternal life, but not so close that it required personal sacrifice. But the truth is, following Jesus requires a complete and total commitment. Followers are willing to deny themselves and say, “I choose Jesus. I choose Jesus over my family. I choose Jesus over money. I choose Jesus over career goals. I am his completely. I choose Jesus over getting drunk. I choose Jesus over looking at porn. I choose Jesus over a redecorated house. I choose Jesus over my freedom. I choose Jesus over what other people may think of me.” A follower makes a decision every day to deny himself and choose Jesus… even if it costs everything.

Of course, the ultimate example of the bowing of unconditional surrender is Jesus Christ Himself. He lived a life of absolute surrender.
 As our example Jesus modeled trust in the Father. From Bethlehem’s manger to Golgotha’s cross, Jesus exemplified a life of surrender.


Nowhere was this more evident than in the Garden of Gethsemane. The night before his crucifixion Jesus surrendered himself to God’s plan. He prayed in Luke 22:42,

“Father, if thou be willing, remove this cup from me: nevertheless not my will, but thine, be done” [kjv].

Genuine surrender prays, “Father, if this problem, pain, sickness, or circumstance is needed to fulfill your purpose and glory in my life or in another’s, please don’t take it away.” Now this level of maturity does not come easy. In Jesus’ case, He agonized so much over God’s plan that He sweat drops of blood. Surrender is hard work. In our case, it is intense warfare against our self-centered nature.
 But it can be done. The more we come to know God, the more we trust Him, the more we allow His Spirit to work in us and through us, the more we surrender to Him.

Instead of trying harder, we trust more. We can know that we are surrendered to Him when we don’t react to criticism and rush to defend ourselves. Surrendered hearts show up best in relationships. We don’t edge others out, we don’t demand your rights, and we aren’t self-serving when we’re surrendered.
 

“Yeah, that sounds good,” you might object, “but that never happens in real life!” Oh, really? Listen to this true account of someone not that long ago:

Millard Fuller tells of becoming a millionaire by the age of 29. He had, he says, bought his wife everything she could possibly want. But one day he came home to a note that announced that she had left him. Millard went after her. He found her on a Saturday night in a hotel in NYC. They talked into the wee hours of the morning as she poured out her heart and made him see that the “things” that our society says are supposed to be so satisfying had left her cold. Her heart was empty and her spirit was burned out. She was dead inside and she wanted to live again. Kneeling at their bedside in that hotel room, Millard and Linda decided to sell everything they had and dedicate themselves to serving poor people.

The next day being Sunday, they found the nearest Baptist church and went there to worship and thank God for their new beginning. They shared with the minister and told him about what had happened to them and the decision they had made. Ironically, the minister told them that such a radical decision was not really necessary. Millard said, “He told us that it was not necessary to give up everything. He just didn’t understand that we weren’t giving up money and the things that money could buy. We were giving up period.” Millard and Linda started an organization you’re probably familiar with—Habitat for Humanity.

They understood what the story of the rich young ruler is really about. It’s not just about giving up money and the things that money can buy; it’s about giving up, period. That’s what it means to deny oneself and follow Christ. It means bowing in unconditional surrender.
The Blessings of Unconditional Surrender


When we finally come to that point, we will experience the blessings of unconditional surrender. Maybe you may have heard (as I have) someone say something like this: “Don’t ever tell God something you will not do. That is what He will ask you to do.” What kind of God is that? He is not looking for ways to make us “squirm,” or to insure that we remain miserable all our lives, doing the very last thing on earth we would like to do! He does, however, want to be Lord of our lives. Whenever we identify a place where we refuse to allow His lordship, that is a place in us He will go to work. He is interested in absolute surrender. God may or may not require us to do that very thing we identified, but He will keep working until we are willing for Him to be Lord of all.


There are several blessings when we unconditionally surrender to Jesus. First, we experience peace with God, with others, and even within ourselves. The opposite of surrender is to fight, and when we finally surrender, we find we are not fighting against God anymore! Secondly, unconditional surrender brings us freedom. This sounds totally contrary to how we normally think—when soldiers surrender on a battlefield, they are taken as prisoners of war; when a criminal surrenders to police, he loses his freedom and is incarcerated. But spiritually speaking, surrendering to God sets us free! Paul writes in Romans 6:17-18, 20-22,

But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you whole-heartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted. You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness… When you were slaves to sin, you were free from the control of righteousness. What benefit did you reap at that time from the things you are now ashamed of? Those things result in death! But now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves to God, the benefit you reap leads to holiness, and the result is eternal life. 

This is the paradox: Victory comes through surrender. Surrender doesn’t weaken us; it strengthens us. Surrendered to God, we don’t have to fear or surrender to anything else. William Booth, founder of the Salvation Army, said, “The greatness of a man’s power is in the measure of his surrender.” Surrendered people are the ones God uses.


Consider these examples from Scripture: As Joshua approached the biggest battle of his life, he encountered God, fell in worship before him, and surrendered his plans (Joshua 5:13-15). That surrender led to a stunning victory at Jericho. God chose Mary to be the mother of Jesus, not because she was talented or wealthy or beautiful, but because she was totally surrendered to him. When the angel explained God’s improbable plan, she calmly responded, “I am the Lord’s servant, and I am willing to accept whatever he wants” (Luke 1:38 nlt). Paul surrendered to God on the Damascus Road, and his life was forever changed. Nothing is more powerful than a surrendered life in the hands of God.
 

Once again, let’s consider a more contemporary example. One of the great Christian leaders of the twentieth century was Bill Bright, the founder of Campus Crusade for Christ. He wrote the tract called The Four Spiritual Laws that presents the gospel. More than 2.5 billion copies have been distributed worldwide. He was central to the “Jesus Film” which has been seen by more than 4 billion people in 660 languages around the world. But if you were to visit his gravesite, you would find only three words on his tombstone: Slave for Jesus. 
 
Why would he have that on his tombstone? Once he was asked, “Why did God use you and bless your life so much?” He answered, “When I was a young man, I made a contract with God. I literally wrote it out and signed my name at the bottom. It said, ‘From this day forward, I am a slave of Jesus Christ.’”
 He had learned an important truth: You can’t call Jesus Lord without declaring yourself his slave. 


I know we think of slavery as inhumane and degrading…and most of the time in our world it is! Slaves are treated as property, no better than animals. But there are exceptions to this rule. The condition of the slave is dependent upon the compassion of the master. Deuteronomy 15:16-17 describes a person who wants to be a slave:

If your servant says to you, “I do not want to leave you,” because he loves you and your family and is well off with you, then take an awl and push it through his ear lobe into the door, and he will become your servant for life.


Such a person became known as a “bondslave.” They had the opportunity to be set free, but they chose to remain slaves to the master for the rest of their lives. Why would anybody choose a life of slavery? Look at the verse again: he loves the master and his family and is well off with him. He realizes that he is better off as a slave to this master than to be his own master. And he unconditionally surrenders himself to be a slave for life.


When we accept the invitation to deny ourselves and follow Jesus, we become His slaves. When we finally surrender all that we have and all that we are, we discover the strangest thing. It’s only by becoming a slave to Jesus that we ever truly find freedom.
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