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Titus 2:11-14
 For the grace of God has appeared that offers salvation to all people. 12 It teaches us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age, 
13 while we wait for the blessed hope—the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, 14 who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good.
I can stop any time I want to.  Have you ever said that?  I have a picture of one of the things that causes me trouble regarding self-control.  How many of you are getting hungry?  How many of you are going to go home and have chocolate chip cookies this afternoon after being subjected to that picture for 15 or 20 minutes?  Here’s a good picture of what self control looks like.
We can laugh a little bit about self-control.  But it is a serious issue.  So serious that when the Bible lists all of the ways that God will impact our lives, self-control is listed.  There are, in a few places in the New Testament, lists of what are called the Fruit of the Spirit. What that term means is that these are the results of God’s Spirit being in our lives.  These last 10 chapters of Believe are basically each on one of these fruits of the spirit. And though we might find self-control to be something we can giggle about, it must be important.  It is so important, that it is one of the things God gives to us when we give ourselves to God.
And that’s one point that I want to be clear on.  God gives this to us.  In our Bible study this week, one phrase that we had was that self-control is really about God-control.  I can’t control myself through my own will.  But I can allow God to take control, and even when I have trouble saying no, I can say it with God’s help.  
And that is good news.  It is good to know that even when we cannot help ourselves, God can help us.  It’s good to know that even when it’s more than I can handle on my own, that I am not alone.  Let’s look again at the first two verses we read this morning.   For the grace of God has appeared that offers salvation to all people. 12 It teaches us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age…

Let’s walk through these verses for just a minute.  The grace of God has appeared.  Grace is God’s love for us that we have not earned, it is the way that God loves us even though we don’t deserve it.  And what’s grace do?  It offers salvation.  We are saved by grace.  But even then, God is not done with us.  God wants us to be our best.  And our best does not mean getting everything we want—it means molding our lives to be more like Jesus.  
And so grace works on us.  It teaches us to say no, and to live self-controlled lives.
I cannot do that on my own.  But God’s grace can work on me.  And when I have trouble saying no—to a cookie, or to something a lot more dangerous but just as wonderful—the grace of God teaches me and you to say no.  To cookies, sure.  But also to those things that not only clog our heart arteries, but also to those things that darken our hearts and souls with sin.
And I have a cookie jar up there to illustrate self-control.  But that’s just because cookies are something we don’t mind talking about.  But maybe cookies aren’t your problem.  The good news is, however big the issue is that causes you problems with self-control—God’s grace is bigger. 
So take a minute.  When it comes to self-control—where do you have trouble saying no? Maybe chocolate chips aren’t your kryptonite. But what about spending? We spend $1.33 for every dollar earned, according to the Census Bureau. Somebody needs some help saying no. Or maybe its anger you can’t control. A recent study from the USA Today found 60 percent of Americans report feeling angry or irritable. Anger leads to problems at home and elsewhere in life. 
You can probably identify some area of your life in which you lack control. But you can have control over those areas. You can gain self-control over anything.  The key is to allow God’s grace room to work  in your life.
So how do we receive this grace?  God gives us specific things that we can do to receive grace.  It happens through disciplines like worship where our affections are turned to God.  Through the discipline of study where we get a vision of God’s desire for our lives.  Through fellowship where we grow our relationships with other people so we become less centered on ourselves.  Through service, where we become more concerned with others than with what we want right now.  Through all of these things, God will form us, and the fruit of the Spirit, including self-control, will naturally form in our lives.

Here’s the thing with self-control.  We find it a  lot easier to look down on others for their problems with self-control than we do to battle our own issues.  For those of us who either don’t touch alcohol or who can without any issues of self-control, it is easy to look down upon the alcoholic, who in reality might really be struggling with a demon that is stronger than him.  The only way he can win this battle is with God’s help.  For those of us who don’t have a problem walking past the candy aisle, we might find it easy to look down upon those who can’t seem to help themselves from enjoying chocolate or potato chips.  
But the truth is, we all struggle with self-control in one area or another.  It’s just a matter of identifying where our issue lies.  Maybe it’s alcohol or food.  
But maybe it’s lust, which we just write off as being natural.  Maybe it’s ego or attitude that we justify because we are sure we are right, but in reality, we are victims of pride.  
Or maybe it is something little.  Something very small.  Something only an inch or two wide and a few inches long.  Something that we can use to praise God with, to sing songs of joy.  But also something we can use to harm others.   Listen to these verses, James 3:3-10
James 3:3-10 3 When we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us, we can turn the whole animal. 4 Or take ships as an example. Although they are so large and are driven by strong winds, they are steered by a very small rudder wherever the pilot wants to go. 5 
Likewise, the tongue is a small part of the body, but it makes great boasts. Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark. 6 The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole body, sets the whole course of one’s life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell.7 
All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles and sea creatures are being tamed and have been tamed by mankind, 8 but no human being can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison.9 With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse human beings, 
who have been made in God’s likeness. 10 Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers and sisters, this should not be. 

I want to focus on this one for just a minute.  And I have two reasons for this.  The first is that old saying that we teach to our kids about sticks and stones.  It’s good that we teach our kids not to be so concerned with the mean things other people say.  But the truth is that words can hurt.  Words can do damage to people, to relationships, even to churches.  Sticks and stones may break our bones, but words can break hearts.  It’s important that we learn to control our words.
The second reason I want to focus on this is that this is something we can all probably work on, at least a little bit.  I don’t need help to stop smoking, because I don’t smoke.  You might not need help in controlling the chocolate chip cookies like I do.  But we all can stand to be careful with our words.  So I want to challenge you this week to make this the first arena that you work on with self-control.
Sometime this week, you are going to have the opportunity to talk about someone to another person.  And the words you’ll be tempted to say might be true.  But are they good?  
Sometime this week, you’ll have the opportunity to use your words to complain.  And maybe your complaint is valid.  But will speaking that complaint cause good or harm?
Sometime this week, you might have the opportunity to give someone a piece of your mind.  And maybe they will have earned it.  But how would God’s work be done—in speaking, or in exercising some self-control?
And sometime this week, you might have the opportunity to make yourself look better by making someone else appear smaller, or by boasting.  Can you exercise some self-control over your words?

I’ll admit, self-control isn’t a real fun topic to speak about on a Sunday morning.  But it is important.  So important, that God tells us self-control is one of the things that God gives to us when we give ourselves to God.  It is a fruit of the spirit.  It is a natural result of God’s grace working in your life and in mine.
Galatians 5:22 and 25 tells us:  But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law. 25 Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit.
Let’s keep in step with the Spirit.  And then the God that we worship on Sunday morning will make a difference in our lives every day.  And grace will work on our lives.  And the fruit of the Spirit will be seen in you and in me, not because we are good, but because we serve a good God, who makes us more and more like Jesus every day that we walk with Him.


