
CLENCHED FISTS
Surrendering Control | Giving Up (Part 1)

Texts: Philippians 2:1-17

Giving Something Up for Lent

Today is the first Sunday in the season that Christians call Lent. For centuries 
now, followers of Jesus have linked Lent -- perhaps because of its culmination at 
Good Friday -- with the idea of sacrifice and purification. Believers have 
observed Lent as a 40-day journey, reminiscent of the one Jesus experienced in 
the desert or the Israelites during their 40 years in the wilderness. It was a time 
of repenting of those things in our lives that keep us from entering the Promised 
Land God wants to take us to, or of learning to depend (as Jesus did) on God 
alone for our sustenance, power, and identity.

For this reason, Christians the world over have seen Lent as a season of “Giving 
Something Up.”  They’ve viewed it as a way of purging sin and the power of idols 
from our lives. Lent is the time when believers have doubled down on their 
efforts to obey the call of Christ to deny self, take up our cross, and follow him 
(Luke 9:23). How many of you have ever given something up for Lent? 
Maybe its caffeine, alcohol, snacks, or (for the truly pious) chocolate. A former 
pastor here just posted on Facebook that he was giving up social media for this 
season to have more time to pay attention to God. I know people who give up 
meals by fasting on certain days during Lent and tons of our Catholic friends or 
family give up meat on Fridays.

We ought to honor all of that. A deeper connection with God can come from all 
these choices; but it seems to me that Lent also ought to come with a consumer 
warning label. If we’re not careful, “giving up” certain things for Lent can 
become a sort of secret or sanctified self-help program. By the time Good Friday 
or Easter comes, maybe we will have shed a few pounds or feel a bit better 
about ourselves, but will we be truly closer to God? Perhaps we’ll have exercised 
a little more self-discipline, but will we have rooted our lives more deeply in Him, 
so that (like Jesus) God is the source of our sustenance, our power, our identity? 
Do you get what I mean?

That’s why I’m so excited about this message series. We’re going to push beyond 
the traditional and (usually) temporary forms of self-denial into territory that is 
much more like wilderness to us. We’re going to explore together over these 
coming weeks some of the wild and untamed parts of our lives that keep us from 
living fully into who God is calling us to be. In other words, giving Up the Sunday 
morning donuts might take you one step forward on your spiritual journey; but 
giving up the FIRST orientation we’ll start by discussing today, could just propel 
you to a new level of maturity that would glorify God, bless you, and make a big 
difference in the flourishing of others. 



Cardinal Virtues of the West

If there is one image that fits the mindset of so many of us today, it is the image 
of a clenched hand. I want to invite you to clench your hand with me right now 
and look at it. What does that image suggest to you? Sometimes it is a fist 
clenched in ANGER. Other times it is a hand clenched in FEAR as we desperately 
try to hold on while the roller coaster of life thrashes us about. Sometimes our 
hand shuts tight as an act of PROTECTION against those who might take what 
we have or misuse it. Sometimes that clenched hand is a symbol of my sense of 
RIGHTEOUSNESS, as I pound on the table, insisting that I am right. The 
scenarios vary, but this white-knuckled approach to life is what unites us all.

I don’t know about you, but the grip I often exert is the clenched fist of 
CONTROL. I like to be UNDER control – to not be too vulnerable, too far out 
there, too deep into something where I don’t know what I’m doing and others 
will notice. I also like to HAVE control. I often think that things will simply work 
and go better if I hold the wheel, if I move the gear-shift, if I can pound sense 
into other people. Something in me keeps saying: “Dan, you are so worthy of 
this role. You have been given special knowledge. You can make things run 
rightly. You can do it like no one can. You know what will work for them.”  This is 
why I am grateful that my wife and children, staff and friends have not left me, 
YET! 

So what is this about for me – and maybe for you, if you CLENCH like this at all? 
Christian psychologist, David Benner, says that we come by this trait honestly.  
“Autonomy and control are cardinal virtues of the West. As young children, we 
are praised for being big boys or girls when we learn to control our bladders, 
walk on our own, or put on our socks and shoes. Control is rewarded and lack of 
control punished.  Soon enough we… get the point…  If we are to receive the 
love and esteem of others it is essential that we be in control—or at least appear 
to be. Control becomes synonymous with responsibility… The ego knows that 
control is essential for success and mastery, and so it sets this as its primary task
—control of our drives and impulses, control of emotions, control of our behavior, 
and control (as much as we can) of how others see us.  It’s a short and natural 
hop from there to trying to control others. Their actions, after all, may reflect on 
us. It’s our responsibility to control them. If they won’t be responsible in the 
ways we would, then we will take control for them. Familiar?

He Did Not Grasp

 It is ironic that those of us who are (actually) quite imperfect and still so 
ignorant in a lot of ways should be so bent on grasping for control, when He who 
was truly perfect and who was truly all-knowing chose to do just the opposite. 
Listen to the amazing story St. Paul tells to the church at Philippi long ago. 
Therefore if you have any encouragement from being united with 



Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any common sharing in the 
Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, then make my joy 
complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in 
spirit and of one mind. Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain 

conceit. Rather, in humility value others above yourselves…  In your 
relationships with one another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus: 

Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with 
God something to be used to his own advantage… (Phil 2:1-6).

Let me emphasize this again. The text says that though [Jesus was] in very 
nature GOD… truly God… truly worthy of exercising absolute control… 
genuinely the most competent person to have all authority in heaven and on 
earth in his hands… [He] did not consider [this status] something to be 
used to his own advantage. The New English Translation of the text says: He 
did not regard his rightful position as “something to be GRASPED.” The New 
Living Translation says that he didn’t see his rightful throne as “something to 
CLING to.” That’s the mindset behind grasping, isn’t it? We cling, we hold on 
tight to something because it seems to our advantage.

But Jesus lives with a different mindset. Who does he want the advantage to go 
to? That’s right, OTHERS. So, rather than holding on to all the prerogatives and 
privileges of heaven -- the adoration of angels, the comfort of a perfect, pure, 
and painfree existence, Jesus UNGRASPS, he UNCLINGS, he UNCLENCHES.  
Rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a 
servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance 
as a man, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to death—even 
death on a cross (Phil 2:7-8), for the sake of others.

And the stunning paradox is that by this act of surrendering control, Jesus didn’t 
lose but gained: Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave 
him the name above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee 
should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every 
tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the 
Father (Phil 2:9-11).

The Counter-Intuitive Way Up

There once was a man who traveled through life controlling as much as he could. 
One day he died and found himself at the Pearly Gates. “Welcome to Heaven,” 
said St. Peter. “All I need is the password for admission.” For a moment, the man 
was completely flummoxed. He clenched his fists to stem his fear until, suddenly 
and happily, all his religious education and experience came back to him and he 
regained control. “I’ve got this,” he thought. “The password is: ‘Jesus.’” “Hmm,” 
said Peter, “close but not quite.” “Oh, I meant to say, ‘Father, Son, and Holy 
Ghost.’” “Nope, afraid that’s not it either.” Seriously jarred now, the man said, 



“Well, the password must be ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’” “That’s good but 
not the password.” “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you?” But 
St. Peter just shook his head.

By now, a line of other new arrivals had started piling up behind him and the 
man felt panic building inside him. “The password must be ‘Go to Church’ or 
‘Tithe’ or ‘Put down the toilet seat.’” You can see he was really losing it. But each 
time, St. Peter shook his head sadly. “Aaaghhh,” the man cried as he stepped out 
of line and began to turn toward the down elevator. “I can’t figure this out. I 
don’t have it in me. I GIVE UP!” “That’s it!” shouted Peter. “That’s the password. 
That’s the way forward.”

Again, David Benner observes: “Instinctively we do not want to surrender…” to 
God, to life’s hard circumstances, to anyone.  It feels like something a person 
should only do when they have absolutely no other option.  Fugitives surrender 
when there is no possible escape.  Armies surrender when they face imminent 
and certain defeat.  Surrender under any other circumstances seems to be a 
mistake that compromises one’s autonomy and potentially places one’s self in 
great peril... And yet properly understood, surrender is an indispensable gateway 
to life.” (156-157)

The strange thing about the iron grip of control is that it destroys the very things 
we desire. People who try to control their families and friends, lose them. People 
bent on white-knuckled power in roles of leadership, forfeit the opportunity for 
lasting authority and influence. Christians who try to demand others follow God’s 
precepts with clenched fists, turn people away from God. Those who try to save 
themselves by the strength of their own righteousness, instead of God’s, cannot 
enter the kingdom.

Something amazing happens when we surrender control. When we relax our grip 
on what we’ve been grasping, we regain the capacity to handle people and 
things with more love. We release others to do what they might never have 
grown into doing if we were holding too tightly. Above all, we admit that equality 
with God was never ours to grasp in the first place. We create space for God to 
move, to fill even the unwelcome traffic jams and tragedies of our lives with his 
grace. We begin to imitate Jesus who in heaven, here on earth, and supremely 
upon the cross, chose to unclench his hands and give himself up for the glory of 
his Father and the advantage of others.

The South African pastor, Trevor Hudson, put it like this: ”You live either with 
clenched fists or open hands…” So, in closing today, think of an area of your 
life where you may have been a bit too bent on control. Put out both of your 
hands. Picture that person or situation, sitting in those hands and squeeze tight. 
Clench your hands really tight. How does that feel? Now, say to God, yourself, 
and others, “I GIVE UP.” I surrender this person, that situation, this need of mine 
to you, God. I give up my right to have things go the way that seems 



advantageous to me. I give it up to YOU. Relax your grip now. Unclench your 
fingers. Open them up. What does that feel like? That’s called freedom and trust 
and the beginning of the Lenten journey. 

Please pray with me …
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