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This series is tricky.  It is titled “A Victorious Life!”  It is tricky because of how we may think 
about victory.   

For those of us who grew up in Christian homes, maybe attending Christian Vacation Bible 
Schools, even going to Christian schools. 
Each week coming to church and attending the classes, in the midst of all that Christian thought we may 
have absorbed the idea that living a victorious Christian life means being obedient. 

When you and I hear the title of this series “A Victorious Life” it may weary us more than 
energize and inspire us.  It can conjure up images of war and battle and striving to gain the victory—
winning over sin at all costs. Pushing, fighting, resisting, straining to obey and not cave to temptation, at 
least for those who have a long history rubbing shoulders with those who are part of the church and the 
Christian faith, surprisingly it may not be very appealing.  

I believe the truth is that we have a mistaken view of the victorious life in Jesus Christ. Our 
obsessing over our personal holiness, our victorious life, if this is our focus we will never even get close 
to the full reality of the redemption of God.   

Oswald Chambers wrote, “God cannot deliver me while my interest is merely in my own 
character.” (My Utmost …Jan 31) 

What Jesus invites us to is surrender. I don’t know about you but when I hear the title of this 
series, “A Victorious Life” my mind races to achievement.  I imagine the hero striding forward, 
regardless of who goes with them, taking their stand and doing the “right” thing. True to duty as the 
needle of a compass is true to magnetic north.  The goal seems to be self-control. Obedience to the 
commander at all costs. 
In place of surrender we offer obedience.  
They are not, or at least should be thought of as being at odds, obedience and surrender.  I love what 
David Benner says about them: 
“By contrasting obedience and surrender I do not want to put too much distance between them.  Those 
who surrender obey. But not all who obey surrender.  It is quite easy to obey God for the wrong reasons. 
What God desires is submission of our heat and will, not simply compliance in our behavior.” 
(Surrender to Love p. 55) 

Mary’s response to the message from God’s angel models the surrender of heart and will and not 
mere compliance.  
“I am the handmaid of the Lord. Let what you have said be done to me.” (Luke 1:38) 

The challenge we face as humans from our earliest days to the 21st century is that surrender goes 
against the grain of autonomy and self-control.  

Jesus invites, calls, woos us to surrender—to choose his will and his life over our own.  And in 
place of surrender we want to offer a victorious life of obedience. 

The first problem with our offering obedience is that doing what God asks, obeying, is not 
something we can ever achieve in ourselves.  God recognizes that our failures can be useful to lead us to 
surrender. And second, trying to do what God asks leaves the kingdom of self intact.  We remain in 
control of trying to run our own lives.  

For those of you who have some history of doing battle with sin under your belt how’s that 
working out?  

My guess is that its working out in one of two ways.  
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The normal fight against sin is to do a frontal attack.  We muster up our will power and 
determination and say, “I’ll never do ______ again.  You fill in the blank with your issue, it can be any 
thing: anger, fear, bitterness, gluttony , pride, lust, substance abuse, gossip. And one of two things 
results.  First and most often we crash and burn, we cave.  All our determination to avoid that sin seems 
to be in vain and we feel morally bankrupt. 

Like Paul we lament the reality that what I don’t want to do I do. 
Or some really strong willed tough minded sinners develop a modicum or success in developing an 
external righteousness that makes us appear ok to others.   
 Richard Foster writes: “ ‘Will worship’ may produce an outward show of success for a time, but 
in the cracks and crevices of our lives our deep inner condition will eventually be revealed.” 
(Celebration of Discipline p.4) 

It is revealed when temptations come. 
Temptation.  Jesus addresses the issue as he teaches his disciples, and that includes us, to pray.  “Lead us 
not into temptation but deliver us from evil.” 

We love to find a scapegoat.  Something goes wrong whether at home or the office or school and 
we look for someone to blame, someone to take the fall. From the earliest days of the history of human’s 
in a fallen condition we have this legacy of looking for someone to blame.  

When Adam and Eve sucker into the temptation and we have the “fall of man” and God comes 
looking for them in the Garden and they are confronted with their having caved to temptation, do you 
remember their reaction? 

Adam doesn’t own his guilt. Adam doesn’t offer a confession.  Adam isn’t contrite and 
sorrowful for over his disobedience.  He goes to the natural place of finger pointing.   

God asks, “Have you eatn the fruit I commanded you not to eat?”  
Adam doesn’t just say Yes.  It is “Yes, but”  “Yes, but it was the woman you gave me who brought me 
the fruit, and I age it.”  Throw her under the bus!   It’s like he’s saying yes, sure, I ate it but I wouldn’t 
have done it all on my own so it’s not really my fault.” 

When God turns to Eve and asks “How could you do such a thing?”  She too points a finger: 
“The serpent tricked me!” 

Here was the original blame game and it really goes back to blaming God: “The woman YOU 
GAVE ME.  The serpent, implying your creation, tricked me.”  You God are really responsible for this! 

It isn’t hard to imagine that in the prescience days of Bible times when everything was done 
because of or by the power of the “gods” that there would be a train of thought that God was responsible 
for temptation.  Without going into it this thought was well established among some Rabbis, it had 
apparently was part of the thinking of some of the Jewish Christians, so James in his letter, takes it 
straight on.  

Here’s today’s scripture in the New American Standard Translation, James 1:13-15 
“Let no one say when he is tempted, ‘I am being tempted by god’; for God cannot be tempted by evil, 
and He Himself does not tempt anyone.  
But each one is tempted when he is carried away and enticed by his own lust. Then when lust has 
conceived, it gives birth to sin; and when sin is accomplished, it brings forth death.” 

Here’s the reality—Satan and his helpers can use the desires, the lusts, we have to push the 
temptation further.  However, on our own our desires can push us down a road, give birth to sin, and 
when sin is full grown in us it leads to death.  

And let me tell you our desires are deceptive and determined to get their way. So deceptive that 
we may even fool ourselves that we are resisting when we are setting ourselves up to cave.  
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It is a fanciful illustration but it demonstrates what we do.  I call it ‘blueberry pie at midnight.” 
Now consciously I know I want to be healthy. I could benefit by shedding a few pounds. And really late 
night snacking of fattening foods isn’t in my best interest.  

Sunday afternoon, let’s say, my wife prepares a fresh home-made blueberry pie, and she does 
make very good pies. It is placed in the refrigerator to cool and preserve for supper on Monday.  
 We head to bed upstairs. Near midnight I wake up and wonder if the family is safe, did I lock the 
front door before we went to bed? I’d better go down and check. Of course the door is locked. But as I 
walk past the refrigerator I say to myself, I should check to see if we have milk for cereal in the 
morning, if not I could get up early and run out for some.  

Of course there’s plenty of milk and there’s the pie. I tell myself that I won’t have any pie as it’s 
late. But I should take it out and I could go ahead and cut it so it’s ready to serve. So I get a knife and cut 
the pie.  You know how the goo of the pie will stick to the knife. I slide it between my fingers and then 
lick my fingers. Mmm! 

Now I tell myself I won’t have a whole piece but just a sliver. And before I know it I’ve eaten a 
piece and a half of pie and a couple of glasses of milk.  

It is interesting though. What I caved to might have been avoided with not by gritting my teeth or 
strong will power but if my wife fixed this special pie for some occasion, to share with friends, or for 
some pie baking competition I wouldn’t mess with her pie because of my great ability to resist, but 
rather out of love for her. I would “obey” leaving the pie alone submitting to her authority.  I would be 
listening to her will and submitting to it.  

We can’t blame others for the temptation which arises in us.  
We can live our lives fearful and fighting temptation or… 
We can live our lives surrendered to God’s love. 

Benner says it well: “If the core of Christian obedience is listening to God’s will the core of 
surrender is voluntarily giving up our will. Only love can induce us to do this.  But even more 
remarkable, not only can love make it possible, it can make it almost easy.”  (Surrender…p. 59) 

 Anyone who’s ever been in love knows this truth.  Zillions of times in a healthy marriage one 
partner voluntarily gives up their will for the other.  From simple choices of what’s for dinner to setting 
aside careers, or of making what some would call “difficult journeys” all in the security of love and for 
love.  

We know intuitively that having been created in God’s image that our full and joyous freedom is 
in surrender to God and his will and that failure to surrender lead s to frustration and disappointment.  

Like Augustine of Hippo famously prayed, Thou hast made us for thyself, O Lord, and our heart 
is restless until it finds its rest in thee.”  

But our desires, hidden deep in our hearts and perverted by sin, make us seek shortcuts.  In our 
more fallible moments we imagine our way the better way and we imagine if we try harder, strive more 
diligently, resolve against our temptations that we can get an assist.  

But paradoxically, the abundant life promised us in Christ come not from grasping but from 
releasing.  We trust and come to float in God’s unchanging never diminishing absolute love. Love that 
will not let you go.  

I love the analogy of surrender and floating. You don’t have to do anything to float but 
surrender.  The English word surrender carries the implications of putting one’s full weight on someone 
or something.  It involves letting go—a release of effort, tension and fear. It is all about trust.  
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I’m a terrible floater on my back. Efforts to stay afloat end up sinking me. Curious where I am I 
lift my head and start to sink.  When I make any effort to stay afloat it dooms my floating.  We can float 
only when we stop trying to float.   

It is only in surrender to the water that we float.   I float so much better face down with a snorkel. 
I can just breath and rest on the water.  But face down with a snorkel or face up just resting on the water 
the real secret is surrender.  

Our obedience, our resistance to temptation is found not in striving but in resting, trusting, and 
floating in God’s love.  

It was St. Ignatious of Loyola who noted that sin is unwillingness to trust that what God wants is 
our deepest happiness.  

Can we believe that is so?  Can we trust that what God wants for us is infinitely better that what 
we might want in a moment of temptation? 

Can we float?  Sure there will be moments of panic.  We will pick our heads up and then must 
expend all the energy to tread water.  And then we can remember and return to surrender and rest and 
float in the current of his love. 

“After saying this, what can we add? With God on our side who can be against us?  Since God 
did not spare his own Son, but gave him up to benefit us all, we may be certain, after such a gift, that he 
will not refuse anything he can give.  Could anyone accuse those that God has chosen? When God 
acquits, could anyone condemn? Could Christ Jesus?  No!  He not only died for us—he rose from the 
dead and there at Gods right hand he stands and pleads for us. 

Nothing therefore can come between us and the love of Christ, even if we are troubled or 
worried, or being persecuted, or lacking food or clothes, or being threatened or even attacked. . . For I 
am certain of this, neither death nor life, no angel, no prince, nothing that exists, nothing still to come, 
not any power, or height or depth, nor any created thing, can ever come between us and the love of God 
made visible in Christ Jesus our Lord.  (Romans 9:31-39) 

Give up autonomy and self will and treading water and rest, float, and let obedience be the 
obligation of love not the response to a command. 
Our weakness is deep. His strength is perfect. 
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