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Key Idea: I have the power through Christ to control myself.

Our key verse comes from a short letter the apostle Paul wrote to his partner Titus, whom he left on Crete to establish and grow the churches there. We can see from the letter that it was a challenging place to live and minister. Paul is encouraging him and teaching the kind of life that is pleasing to God in the midst of immorality and worldly passions. 

Key Verse: 11 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. Titus 2:11-15

What do we learn about self-control from Paul’s letter to Titus?

1. Self-control means we live by the Spirit. Verse 11 says, “For the grace of God has appeared that offers salvation to all people.” The grace of God is the work of God in the person of Jesus. It is by grace we have been saved, not by works. We are saved by grace, through faith in Jesus. And it is by grace we are being saved, that is, more and more becoming like Jesus for the sake of others. In some ways it is supernatural—we can’t explain what happened to us--we somehow experience the love, joy, and peace in our hearts. But there is also a human aspect of our discipleship: we are co-workers with God, partnering with God in our own transformation. Being self-controlled includes those things we resist and those things we strive for, but what we discover is that a self-controlled life by God’s grace is really a Spirit-controlled life.

For the Jewish the 613 laws defined righteousness. But Jesus fulfilled the law and made us righteous by his death on the cross and our faith in him. In our righteousness, there is freedom in Christ, not to be bound to the law any longer, but to stay in step with the spirit, in partnership with the Spirit. Paul writes:  

Galatians 5:16-25 16 So I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. 17 For the flesh desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the flesh. They are in conflict with each other, so that you are not to do whatever you want. 18 But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law. 19 The acts of the flesh are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; 20 idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions 21 and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God. (or will not experience the Kingdom life God has for you.) 22 But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness and self-control. (Add Hope and Humility and we have our virtues.) Against such things there is no law. 24 Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. 25 Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit. 

So the grace of God is at work in us by the Holy Spirit, supplying the strength we need to live a self-controlled life. Being self-controlled is not easy for many of us.

In his book Addiction and Grace, psychiatrist and theologian Gerald May says a few controversial things about addiction. He doesn’t believe in an addictive personality, but rather we all have small and large addictions. He says we were created with a desire for God, and our addictions are a distortion of that desire. May describes the longing for God we all have inside: “whether we are consciously religious or not, this desire is our deepest longing and our most precious treasure” and “Ultimately, our yearning for God is the most important aspect of our humanity, our most precious treasure; it gives our existence meaning and direction.”  

So, he says we all are addicted, some larger and more noticeable than others.  May says, “All people are addicts, and addiction to alcohol and other drugs are simply more obvious and tragic than other addictions.” He quotes Aristotle who said, “It is the nature of desire not to be satisfied, and most human beings live only for the gratification of it.” And he believes grace is the antidote to all our addictions, because grace restores our longing and desire for God. 

To be alive is to be addicted, and to be alive and addicted is to stand in need of grace. Gerald May, Addiction & Grace

Grace is what allows us to be free from our large and small addictions, or self-destructive habits that interfere with our relationships with God and others, and keep us from accomplishing God’s purposes as God’s people. Grace means I don’t have to prove anything to God, he knows everything about us and he chooses to love us. Grace means he forgives and empowers us with the Holy Spirit to live differently. 

In Ephesians 3 Paul writes: To him who is able to do far more abundantly than all we ask or imagine, according to his power at work within us… And Peter writes in his epistle: His divine power has given us everything we need for a godly life through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. 2 Peter 1:3-11

To walk in the spirit is to open the channel of grace into our lives that flows out of our lives. We experience God’s grace through the practices of worship, prayer, study, and fellowship, to do his purpose in the world by being totally surrendered to God, and single minded to use our gifts, resources, time and to share our story with others. That’s being spirit led, to walk in the spirit. If we walk in the spirit, then the spirit grows fruit in us that looks like Jesus. 

To live by the spirit means to live by and empowered by God’s grace that loves us and accepts us and leads us into a relationship that fulfills our desire and longing for God. And that grace leads us into healthy relationship with people and things. 

Twelve step programs have affirmed that an addict can’t do it alone. They need a belief in a higher power. We were created with a desire for God. Worship is a great example. Worship helps us express our desire for God. It feels good and we come back. We were created for deeper community, so we continue in small groups. We were created for serving others, so it feels good to give ourselves away for the sake of others. We were designed to walk in step with the spirit and fulfill our desire first in relationship with God. 

Self-control means being spirit-led and 

2. Self-control means we say No. Verse 12 says God’s grace “teaches us to say ‘No’ to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age.”

Self-control means saying no. It means resisting what is wrong. This was an important topic for Paul because he has to address our freedom, the law and living by grace. There are times being self-control means saying no to good things for the sake of what is best. 

1 Corinthians 6:12-20 “I have the right to do anything,” you say—but not everything is beneficial. “I have the right to do anything”—but I will not be mastered by anything. 13 You say, “Food for the stomach and the stomach for food, and God will destroy them both.” The body, however, is not meant for sexual immorality but for the Lord, and the Lord for the body. 14 By his power God raised the Lord from the dead, and he will raise us also… 19 Do you not know that your bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; 20 you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your bodies. 

Self-control means I choose to do what is right to honor God. Sexual immorality and eating meat to idols was a big deal in Paul’s day. Some kept the Jewish laws as believers and others did not. Self-control means I’m able to say no to those things I might do, but for the sake of others choose not to do. 

For example, alcoholism impacts virtually all of us. Some are not able to drink at all because of their addiction. I can drink alcohol, but I may choose not to drink alcohol because drinking alcohol may cause my brother or sister to stumble. I don’t use my freedom to hurt others. 

And my body is a temple of the holy spirit, so I have to treat it with respect and self-control. Sexual relations are meant for marriage, not outside of marriage. I need to say no to those things that distract me from my relationship with my wife, because marriage between a man and a woman is a one-flesh relationship that is meant to bring glory to God. 

And the Old Testament gives us great examples saying no to sexual immorality. Samson didn’t have self-control and was seduced by Delilah to his own destruction. Joseph said no to Potiphar’s wife, and because of his integrity, God blessed him and he prospered. 

And scripture tells us to be self-controlled in our use of the tongue: 

James 3:7-10 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. 

How we use our tongue to bless and love and forgive, to build each other up not tear each other down, not cursing each other and not speaking badly to or about one another. James says out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. This should not be so. 

The book of Proverbs lays out many choices for us to make with our speech. Better a patient person than a warrior, one with self-control than one who takes a city… The one who has knowledge uses words with restraint, and whoever has understanding is even-tempered… Like a city whose walls are broken through is a person who lacks self-control… Fools give full vent to their rage, but the wise bring calm in the end. Proverbs 16:32, 17:27, 25:28, 29:11

To be self-controlled means saying no to those things scripture says clearly are wrong and we should avoid. Many people think following Christ is simply saying no. God is the cosmic killjoy and he doesn’t want us to enjoy ourselves. But self-control means also saying Yes to what is good. 

3. Self-control means we say Yes.  Verse 14 says, “Jesus Christ 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 like that verse. The image is of us as a people who are his very own, eager to do what is good. 

We choose to do what is good. We choose to love, we choose to turn back to God.  Maybe the most famous of Jesus’ parables is the one about the lost son. It is in a set of three parables about lost things. The lost coin and the lost sheep establish the value of the thing that is lost—the grief of losing what is valuable, the joy of finding it.  The third story is about the lost son. He actually chose to be lost. He asked for his inheritance—as if he said to his father “I wish you were dead.” He went off to a distant country and spent all his inheritance on wild living. While he was feeding pigs, eating what they were eating, he came to his senses. He got to the end of his rope and came to his senses. Our twelve step friends get this right as well: we come to the end of ourselves. He realized his fathers’ servants ate better off than him. So he rehearses his apology and began his journey back to his father. “Father I have sinned against heaven and against you. I’m not worthy to be called your son. Make me like a hired servant…”

When the son was still a long way off, the father ran to him—the most radical and shameful expression of grace for the father.  The father threw his arms around him. The son began his apology, but the father interrupted: 

Luke 15:22-24 “But the father said to his servants, ‘Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23 Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let’s have a feast and celebrate. 24 For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’ So they began to celebrate. 

The tragedy of the elder son is that he stayed with the father, but somehow missed his father’s grace. He couldn’t see his own lost-ness and couldn’t celebrate his brother’s return. They are both lost sons. 

It’s tempting to name someone else as the prodigal, but the truth is we are the prodigal in small and large ways. We are lost except for the grace of God at work in our lives that gives us the ability to turn back to the father and received his forgiveness. 

So, what is it God has put on your heart this morning? What is the small or large thing, the public or secret thing that gets in the way of your relationship with God or others, or keeps you from fulfilling his purposes? What do you need to say yes to, and what do you need to say no to? How do you need to rely on the power of the Holy Spirit to do what you can’t do humanly? 

What motivates us to say yes is that living in the grace of the Father is far better than living in the distant country of our sin, isolated, sinning against ourselves and others. The father welcomes us back. And it’s in the Father’s house where his grace heals and restores and transforms. And when we are all seeking him together, we become a community of grace where we are not judging and condemning each other but encouraging and welcoming each other back so that we are a people who are his very own, eager to do what is good.

Is there an area of your life where you need to admit you’re at the end of your rope? You can’t live this way any longer. You can’t do it yourself. You need God’s grace, his spirit at work in you and you need others to show you his grace. 

Let me pray for us. 

 


