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We made a decision 
to turn our lives and 
our will over to  
the care of God.1 

03

In the first step of our behavioural change, we 
recognised our predicament and our powerlessness. 
We took a long, hard, honest look at our lives and 
admitted, ‘I wish I could, but I can’t.’

The second step was one of trust; coming to realise 
that the power we need cannot come from within – 
we need to look to a Higher Power. We chose to turn 
towards God, trusting that He is stronger than us, and 
is both willing and able to help us. We saw that we do 
not have to have every answer to every question, but 
we can come to Him with our doubts, and with the little 
faith we have. What is important is not the distance we 
have travelled, but the direction we are facing.

The third step is about surrender. It’s about giving 
up control, and beginning to trust God. 

Surrender
Learning to surrender is a vital part of the journey 
towards freedom. However, we must make sure we 
properly understand what this means. We do not find 
freedom by surrendering to our destructive behaviour, 
or to the dark side of our character. We surrender to 
God in the recognition that we cannot cope by ourselves, 
and that we need His presence and intervention. 

This means that we give up the direction which our 
own wills have brought us thus far, and instead allow 
God to be our guide from now on. 

This can be an extremely difficult decision, and 
one we may have to make many times as part of the 
process of truly surrendering to God. 

For some of us, the idea of surrendering to an 

It matters not how strait the gate, 
How charged with punishments the scroll, 
I am the master of my fate, 
I am the captain of my soul.

There is something powerful about this poem, 
and it has certainly inspired many great people to 
stand strong in the face of adversity. But what do 
we do when we find that we are less in control than 
we would like? How should we respond when our 
captainship leads our souls towards the rocks? 

The call to surrender includes recognising that I 
have not captained my soul well, and if I want to 
survive, I need to hand over captainship to God. 
But this is a challenging idea, because many people 
make the mistake of confusing or conflating the 
concepts of control and responsibility. We can end 
up believing that letting go of control means giving 
up responsibility. But this is not true. 

The biblical narrative says we are made in God’s 
image, and as such we are given responsibility 
as a divine gift. The message of the Bible can be 
understood in terms of stewardship: 

1. At creation, God delegated responsibility to 
humanity – men and women made in His image. 
We were made to care for this world and bring out 
the best in it. 

2. Humanity neglected its responsibilities. 
3. God implemented a recovery plan to empower us 

to be responsible stewards once more. 

The way we can experience true life, freedom and 
purpose is to surrender to God, allowing Jesus to be 
the captain who has control of the ship, and who sets 
the course for our lives. 

Allowing Jesus to be captain does not mean that 
we no longer take responsibility. We still have a 
role to play in steering the ship. In this step of our 

behavioural change, we hand over control to the One 
who knows a better course for us. But we still take 
responsibility for the decision to follow the course 
set by our captain. 

The biblical narrative makes the strong claim that 
Jesus is a better captain. He sees the whole journey 
and understands the calculations for every part of the 
trip. He knows how we can navigate a safe path, but 
He doesn’t overwhelm us with all the instructions 
at once. Instead, He gives us directions as we need 
them, in a way that we can handle. 

The high price of surrender
The Bible tells many stories of people who struggled 
with surrender. One such story is of a rich young 
man who was captivated not only by the charisma 
that radiated from Jesus, but also by seeing His good 
works and hearing His teaching about the Kingdom 
of God. Whilst the man lived a comfortable life, this 
encounter with Jesus grabbed him to such an extent 
that he became aware that something in his life was 
missing. It was a deep longing, and it had been there 
for as long as he could remember. Now he saw in 
Jesus someone that gave this longing a face and 
direction. 

He asked Jesus, “What must I do to get eternal life?” 
Jesus’ response was, “Sell your possessions and give 
to the poor. Then come, follow me.” Unfortunately 
for this young man, this price seemed too high, and 
when he heard this answer, “he went away sad.”2 

In the initial stages of behavioural change, we 
recognised our powerlessness and our need for help 
from God. At this stage, we need to recognise the 
things that may be preventing us from receiving the 
help we need. What is it that I ‘own’, which I will not 
let go of? What do I cherish so much, that I keep it 
back from God, for fear He will take it away from me? 

Some of us may realise that we are not yet ready to 
make the decision to surrender. What then – should 

authority is a real challenge, because it means 
giving up control. If we have found that many of the 
authorities we trusted in have failed us, because they 
were more preoccupied with their own needs than 
with looking out for us, we will lose confidence in 
figures of authority. As a result, we will choose to take 
control of our own lives. This means we only interact 
in relationships to the extent that we can control them. 
Whenever we feel like we are losing control, we will 
pull out of the relationship and, as a result, remain in 
a deep, negative loneliness. We are not lonely because 
we want to be, but because we don’t dare to let others 
come close, for fear that we would lose control.

Some of us find this step a challenge, because we 
think we have tried to surrender our lives to God, 
but perhaps it is a god of our own making, rather 
than God as God. 

We have our hopes, dreams and ambitions. We 
pray our prayers. And when the prayers are answered 
just as we want them to be, some of us breathe a 
sigh of relief and give thanks to God. But when the 
prayers seem to fail, some of us make excuses for 
God. We invent good ‘spiritual’ reasons to explain 
away His behaviour. Before the final phrases of the 
prayer have left our lips, we’ve already constructed 
explanations for why this prayer may not be heard. 
And in so doing, we attempt to carry God rather 
than allowing Him to carry us. 

This is not surrendering to God. This is surrendering 
to an idea of God-as-we-would-like-Him-to-be. 

The Bible describes our false ideas of God as ‘idols’. 
They are gods shaped by human hands, and are 
unable to support themselves. They lack the insight, 
clarity and power we need, and ultimately leave us 
disillusioned and disappointed. 

The captain of my soul
William Ernest Henley’s famous poem Invictus ends 
with this rousing stanza,

Step
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What do I cherish so 
much, that I keep it back 
from God, for fear He will 
take it away from me?
we give up like the rich young man? The answer is 
an emphatic NO! We must give ourselves more time, 
and continue to wrestle with the early stages of our 
journey until we are ready to make this decision. We 
can easily lose patience, and despise ourselves because 
of our lack of courage – but take heart – for God has 
much more patience towards us and our journey than 
we could ever have towards ourselves. 

The reluctant surrender
Another, maybe more well-known story in the 
Bible, is that of a man named Zacchaeus.3 He was a 
tax collector, who worked for the occupying power 
of Rome, gathering (often inflated) taxes from his 
fellow citizens, to put into the pockets of their 
oppressors. He was wealthy, but unsurprisingly 
hugely unpopular.

One day, news reached Zacchaeus that Jesus was 
coming to town. He had heard about Jesus’ teaching 
and began to hope that maybe He would be able to 
help him break free from his hopeless lifestyle. 

But Zacchaeus was short, and couldn’t see through 

changing behavioural patterns. I do not need to fight 
my way to Jesus, He meets me just where I am in the 
middle of life.

Thirdly, Jesus said, “I must stay at your house 
today.” This was a revolutionary idea. It was 
controversial enough in those days that Jesus 
would be willing to go to the house of someone like 
Zacchaeus. But even more radically, Jesus didn’t say 
“Hurry home and make your house ready, so that I 
can come to visit.” Rather, He said “I will come to 
your home now, just as it is.” 

We don’t know what happened during Jesus’ meal 
with Zacchaeus, but we do know the outcome. His 
destructive patterns were broken, and he got the 
courage and strength to set a new course. 

Zacchaeus said, “Look, Lord! Here and now I give 
half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have 
cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four 
times the amount.” How did Jesus respond? “Today 
salvation has come to this house.”

Jesus is clearly not afraid of our reluctant surrender. 
He holds it and embraces us with everything we are. 
And if we allow Him to, He will ‘visit’ us, whatever 
state our own ‘house’ is in – and it is His mere 
presence that is the main factor in our victory.

This is a good opportunity for those of us who are 
unsure about faith. We don’t really have to believe 
much. All we need to do is be honest about our lack 
of faith and surrender that to Him. We can do this in 
a simple prayer, saying something like: ‘Jesus I don’t 
really know much about you and I am not sure what 
I think about the claims about you. But if the claims 
of the biblical narrative are true, then I would like to 
surrender myself to you’.

Falling backwards
I remember playing a game with two of my children; 
a game of trust and surrender. I told the oldest to 
stand facing away from me, and then asked him to fall 

backwards, allowing me to catch him. He hesitated 
for quite some time. I assured him I was there and 
wouldn’t let him fall. After a while he turned to me 
and said, “Come closer, put your arms out, then I 
will know you are ready to catch me.” I did as he 
requested, and after a little more hesitation, he 
finally let himself fall backwards, into my open arms. 

I then repeated the game with the second child, 
who was about two years younger. This time there 
was no hesitation. “OK!” he said. And with no further 
comment, he let himself fall back into my arms. 

For me it was a rather sobering experience as it 
made me question “What do I really do, when God 
says, ‘Let yourself fall back, I’ve got you’?” Do I just 
say , ‘OK’ without reservation, or do I turn around 
and begin to dictate to God how He should catch 
me? Having come this far with me, you will not be 
surprised that I admit it is more often the latter.

For some of us, the need to be in control has 
become so ingrained in us that we convince ourselves 
we cannot trust anyone fully. We think, “I have 
been hurt too many times; I can’t bring myself to 
try again.” We resign ourselves to believing that 
surrender is impossible. 

The New Testament tells the remarkable story of 
a time when the disciples were on a fishing boat on 
the Sea of Galilee. During a ferocious storm, they 
looked out to see Jesus walking towards them on the 
water. When Peter, one of the disciples saw Jesus, 
he said, “Lord, if it’s you, tell me to come to you on 
the water.”4 

We would have to admit this sounds pretty crazy. 
Everyone knew what Peter was suggesting was 
impossible. (As an interesting aside, the Egyptian 
hieroglyph for ‘impossible’ is in fact a picture of a 
foot standing on a sheet of water!) And yet Jesus 
replies, “Come!” He meets us in the middle of the 
impossible and invites us out to Him. 

the crowds. If he wanted to see Jesus, he would have 
to push through to the front, but who would want to 
make way for someone like him? Maybe he feared 
facing the contempt of the people. Perhaps he was 
riddled with guilt, or a sense of unworthiness.

By the side of the road he found a sycamore-fig 
tree, and climbed it, so that he could see Jesus over 
the crowds below. Sure enough, it gave him the 
perfect view. He saw Jesus arrive, approach and… 
stop. Right below him. Imagine Zacchaeus’ fear, as 
Jesus looked up into the tree, about to expose him 
from his place of hiddenness. Jesus called out to him, 
“Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay at 
your house today.” In that simple greeting, we learn 
three important things.

Firstly, Jesus called Zacchaeus by name. He made 
it clear that He knew him. He knew his identity, his 
history, his struggles, his defeats, his loneliness, his 
greed and his corruption – everything. 

Secondly, Jesus said, “come down!” These two 
words show an important coaching lesson from the 
world’s best trainer (Jesus) in the difficult art of 
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03Exercises

Exercise 

In this step we need to face up to the things that prevent 
us from receiving the help we need. Consider the following 
questions: 

1. What do I ‘own’ which I will not let go of? What do I cherish 
so much that I keep it back from God, for fear He will take 
it away from me? For some of us this is very much about 
control. It could be control of my future, or control of my 
finances, or control in my relationships. Many of us use our 
unhelpful behaviour as a means to control many things in our 
lives and the thought of losing this control can be daunting.

2. What do I need to do in order to surrender to Him? 

3. Try to write down how you feel about this stage of your 
journey.

Notes

1. Adapted from Bill Wilson, Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions (New 
York: Harper & Brothers, 1953)

2. See Matthew 19:16-22
3. See Luke 19:1-10
4. Matthew 14:22-33
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03Questions for reflection

These questions are designed to be used as tools to help us 
reflect on our life in light of the process described in each step. 
Along with the exercises, our work with these questions will 
form the basis for what we share in the group.

Try to reflect and express yourself as if you were speaking 
directly to God and yourself. The power of these reflections 
is not to do with the comments or reactions we receive from 
others, but what happens in us when we hear ourselves 
speaking about ourselves in light of the questions.

Try to be as specific as possible and limit yourself to reflecting 
on the area you are working on.

These questions aren’t a test to evaluate if we have understood 
the chapter. There are no correct answers to the questions. 
My answer is whatever reflection I have when being confronted 
with the question. What emotions do they stir? What thoughts 
do they provoke? At times some of the questions will not 
provoke any significant thought or emotion. When that is the 
case, simply move on to the next question.

1. In relation to the unhelpful behaviour you’re struggling with, 
is there a specific incident that has made you aware that you 
need to turn your will and your life over to God?

Typically the area that we are working on will influence a 
large part of our lives, but often it is a specific incident or a 
repetition of incidents that makes us aware that something 
really needs to change. For some of us it is because we 
realise that our pattern is mirrored in the behaviour of our 
children. For others it is a moment of insight, realising a 
deep sadness and sense of powerlessness connected to our 
behaviour. For some of us it may just seem like a ‘small’ thing 
but we realise that if nothing happens it will grow to a point 
where it will overshadow our lives. 

2. What reflections do you have from doing the exercise?

The amount of time we choose to spend on the exercises, 
and the level of honesty and openness we display towards 
ourselves and others determines how much we will benefit 
from the course. So when we do the exercises we would 
encourage you to try to be as honest and specific as possible. 

3. Is there anything you fear about the prospect of turning your 
life and will over to the care of God?

It may be fear of the unknown, or fear that God may not turn 
out to be as good and loving as we would hope for, or it may 
be fear of change, etc.

4. If you chose to surrender to God what would you hope to see 
as a result?

For this question we need to use our imagination. What’s the 
best that could happen as a result of giving our lives over to 
God? What would that look like?

5. What could stop you from turning your life and will over to 
the care of God?

Are there things other than fear that will stop us from 
surrendering to God? We may have had an experience of 
being unable to surrender without really knowing why. Some 
of us may also find out that we haven’t quite got to the end of 
trying to fix things ourselves – that we haven’t quite hit rock 
bottom.

6. What parts of your life, if any, are you unwilling to surrender 
to the care of God?

Many of us have areas that we aren’t willing to surrender to 
God. This question helps us to face this and to be honest 
about it. 

7. Do you recognise yourself in the ‘fall backwards exercise’?

Do you identify with either of the children in the story? Or a 
combination of the two? If so, why?
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Dear God, 
My life feels like the disciples’ fishing boat, tossed around 
on the stormy sea. I know I have to step out from my usual 
ways of thinking and acting. I know I need to let go of my 
desire to control my surroundings. But the ocean looks so 
dangerous, and surrender feels impossible. 

At your invitation, I will surrender myself to you. I will step 
out of the boat. I will allow you to be the captain of my 
soul, directing me towards freedom, and life to the full. 

Not my will be done, but yours. 

God, grant me the serenity 
To accept the things I cannot change, 
The courage to change the things I can, 
And the wisdom to know the difference. 

Amen. 

I decided to do STEPS because despite lots of 
therapy, I was continually struggling with a fear of 
rejection, which presented itself through people-
pleasing, taking too much responsibility for others, 
low self esteem and a strong feeling of powerlessness.  
I felt that I had nothing to lose by doing STEPS, but 
in all honesty I couldn’t envisage how things could be 
different for my life. 

The journey has been surprising. I liked the fact 
that the course was structured, but at the same time 
I was frustrated that my recovery wasn’t (and isn’t) 
structured. I treated it like a tick box exercise which 
I needed to make sure I completed. Halfway through 
the process it dawned on me that my recovery isn’t 
all down to me. This, amongst other things, led to me 
having a profound experience of God’s unconditional 
love and acceptance of me. I had never had an 
experience like it in almost thirty years of believing 
in God. Since that point I have continued to feel 
that I wanted to hurry up and be ‘sorted’, but I am 
gradually understanding that a key part of recovery 
for me is being OK with not being OK, and trusting 
that I am in God’s hands. 

I feel much more secure and accepting of who I 
am now. For the first time my identity is beginning 
to feel like it is based on what God says rather than 
what others say. I am learning to be more honest 

My name is Josh and I’m 
struggling with a fear of rejection. 

about my needs and clearer about boundaries with 
other people. I still people-please, but I’m more 
aware of my behaviour and I feel able to reflect and 
change my behaviour more easily without facing 
never-ending cycles of self-criticism. 

For the first time I feel like my thought patterns 
and behaviours are changing. In the past I’ve tried 
to stick a plaster over my pain and hurt. Doing the 
STEPS course has enabled me to dig deeper into the 
source of the pain in a safe environment and I can 
honestly say I have come away having experienced 
healing and a new hope for my future. My ongoing 
journey of recovery hasn’t felt linear: many times 
when I’ve been face to face with my struggles I’ve 
wondered whether STEPS was actually helping, but 
looking back I know wholeheartedly that it was.
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