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[bookmark: _GoBack]The other day I was gathering the trash from the house and collecting it in our larger trash cans in our garage. One of them already contained a huge bag of Lay’s potato chips. It was there on top of some leaves. It was empty.
This was a bit strange because we don’t buy chips very often at our house. I thought maybe someone had been in our garage, like a homeless person or neighborhood kid. So I asked Karen, “Do you know anything about a big bag of Lay’s potato chips?”
Karen would cave at a police interrogation because she broke at the first question. “Yes, that was mine!” “When did we have a big bag of Lay’s in the house? I never saw them?” I asked, wishing I’d had a few myself.
“Well, before we came home the other day Kris and I looked in the kitchen at church to find something to snack on. There was a bag leftover from the retreat. We were hungry. So we grabbed it. By the time we got home it was pretty much all gone so I threw it away so I wouldn’t be tempted to finish it off!”
I just smiled. She said, “I know. I have no self-control when it comes to chips. That’s why we don’t keep them at the house. And why are you smiling at me like that?”
“Because,” I said, “the next sermon is on ‘self-control.’ You just gave me a good illustration of what it isn’t. Can I use it?” 
She gave me her blessing because she knows and I know you’ve been there too, haven’t you? Lay’s was ingenious when they began their “Betcha can’t eat just one” campaign back in 1963. Apparently high amounts of fat and carbohydrates light up the reward centers of our brains. Eat one chip and you’re biologically wired to want another. And another. Until the bag is empty. Or thrown into the trash. 
Maybe chips aren’t your kryptonite. But what about spending? We spend $1.33 for every dollar earned, according to the Census Bureau. We carry an average of $8,700 in credit card debt per household, according to the Federal Reserve. And 4.79% of our credit cards were delinquent at the end of 2008.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  http://www.forbes.com/2009/02/05/why-we-overspend-lifestyle_0205_overspend.html] 

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. That is up from 50 percent when a similar poll was taken in 2011.[footnoteRef:2] Anger leads to problems at home and elsewhere in life. [2:  http://www.myfoxny.com/story/24039954/americas-anger-epidemic-why] 

Or maybe it’s something at work. Sure, if you have poor performance you can get fired. But other reasons include bad time-keeping, gossip, and complaining at work.[footnoteRef:3] Some people habitually show up late for work and waste time at work while others have loose lips on the job. They’re out of control. Lack of self-control can be hazardous to your health, your emotions, your work and relationships.  [3:  http://www.businessinsider.com/the-13-most-common-reasons-why-employees-get-fired-2011-6?op=1] 

You can probably identify some area of your life in which you lack control. But you can have control over those areas. You don’t have to be a prisoner to them. 
Self-control is the steady capacity to direct yourself to accomplish what you have chosen or decided to do and be, even though you “don’t feel like it.” You have self-control when you are able to do what you intend to do. Self-control may not be a natural tendency of yours. But it is a supernatural one. That’s what God’s word tells us.
One place is in Galatians 5 where Paul tells us self-control is a fruit of the Spirit in our lives. “… the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Galatians 5:22-23). Paul says self-control is attainable through the Spirit.

Without the Spirit we will, as he says, “gratify the desires of the flesh.” In Scripture our body and the actions we take through our body is called “the flesh.” Paul describes what that looks like to gratify what our body wants: “Now the works of the flesh are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions, divisions, envy, drunkenness, orgies, and things like these” (Galatians 5:19-21). 

All of these started out as something less, a desire of some sort that got out of control. 
· Sexual desire is part of God’s design. Sexual immorality is not. 
· Worship is part of our make-up. Idolatry is not what God intended. 
· Curiosity is part of us and helps us learn and grow. But when uncontrolled it leads us to things that are damaging to us.

These “works of the flesh” are not to be a part of those who are part of the Spirit. Instead, the mature follower of Christ will evidence in his or her life the fruit of the Spirit. Self-control is only possible when God is in control of us.

When listing characteristics of shepherds in the church Paul includes “self-control” as a qualification. “For an overseer, as God’s steward, must be … self-controlled” (Titus 1:8). Can you imagine someone in leadership being someone who had no self-control in their life? Fox News or CNN would never show up at a church to find out what is going on in a church where people are learning self-control. They will, however, descend on churches and people who do not exhibit self-control. 

That’s why even though all believers should be moving towards self-control, Paul says that the leaders are to already be exhibiting it. 

The best example of self-control is seen in the life of Jesus. He knew what to say, when to say it, and how to say it. He knew where to go and where not to go. Unlike many men of his day he knew how to treat women with respect and dignity, even those caught in the act of adultery. His tongue was under control. His body was under control. His thought life was under control.

Can the same be said of you and me? As disciples of Jesus we are learners of his way. And as learners of his way we are people moving towards self-control in the entirety of our lives.

But how does that happen? Some would want to make a case that as soon as you come to belief the Spirit will immediately change you. In some cases that happens. Maybe you have heard the story of fighter Manny “Pacman” Pacquiao. He was known as someone who fit Paul’s description of “the works of the flesh.” Kevin Mitchell writes:

He once was an all-night hound dog, taking his pleasure where he pleased, ignoring all advice to respect the sanctity of his marriage vows and determined to squeeze as much fun from life as was available to someone who was born into grinding poverty. Those were his hardcore inclinations until only a few years ago.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Manny Pacquiao: ‘I changed when I heard the voice of God’, Kevin Mitchell at http://www.theguardian.com/sport/2014/oct/04/manny-pacquiao-chris-algieri-floyd-mayweather] 


What happened “only a few years ago” is that Manny said he heard the voice of God. And when he did, he changed. Right then and there.

But for some, maybe most, there is a journey we embark on. Peter, the disciple who was quick to react and let anger get the best of him, changed into one of the pillars of the church. He knew something of learning self-control. And so he writes:

For this very reason, make every effort to supplement your faith with virtue, and virtue with knowledge, and knowledge with self-control, and self-control with steadfastness, and steadfastness with godliness, and godliness with brotherly affection, and brotherly affection with love. For if these qualities are yours and are increasing, they keep you from being ineffective or unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. For whoever lacks these qualities is so nearsighted that he is blind, having forgotten that he was cleansed from his former sins. 2 Peter 1:5-9

Peter is reminding us that the reason we were cleansed from our sins is to become effective and fruitful. And part of that fruitfulness is “self-control.” Notice two words he uses:

The first word is “effort.” “…make every effort” he says. God has given us all things that we need for our character transformation.  But this does not mean we can be passive.  It takes some effort on our part. God is opposed to earning, not effort.  We have to intend to become a different person in Christ.

The other word is the word “supplement.”  It comes from the Greek word “chorus” and here in its verb form means “to direct a chorus.”  He could be picturing life as made up of these different pieces of the orchestra and saying that you and I are responsible for bringing them together and directing them.  The word came to mean in Athens “to support, to equip, or to make provision for the chorus.”  Either way, Peter is telling us we are to make an effort to orchestrate, among other character traits, self-control in our lives.

Paul says something similar when he uses the word in 1 Corinthians 9:25: “Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable.”

The Greek word for “self-control,” sometimes translated “temperate” or “temperance,” was used of athletes. When they were preparing for the Greek games they would abstain from unwholesome food, wine, and sexual indulgence. They believed these things would hinder their ability to reach their goal of winning the race. 

Paul takes that idea and applies it to the Christian who also has a goal. It’s a goal that will outlast any laurel wreath or medal or trophy. He continues the idea by saying, “I discipline my body and keep it under control” (1 Cor. 9:27).  He knows that the body is what often controls us and makes us the slave. It has to be disciplined. The word he uses for “discipline” means “to beat black and blue” or “like a boxer one buffets his body.” 

In other words, “self-control” does not come easy. It is learned. It progresses. We have to train for it. Our body has learned its ways. We have to retrain it to God’s ways. And the tools of training are the spiritual disciplines.

· Study gives us knowledge and a vision of how God desires us to live. 
· Worship directs our affections to God.
· Community life gives us encouragement and accountability.
· Fasting teaches us we can control our body even when it is screaming, “Feed me!”
· Solitude and silence allow us to hear God’s voice and recognize his presence.

There are other disciplines that will help you train towards Christlikeness. But what you have to understand is that merely getting preached at or taught will not bring about the transformation from an uncontrolled life to a self-controlled life. The reason being that teaching and preaching—as important as they are in our spiritual development—do not involve the body. The spiritual disciplines do involve the body. We have to involve the body in spiritual formation because that's where we live and what we live from.

That’s why so many people keep going to marriage seminars and financial seminars and self-improvement seminars. They’ve taken notes. And usually those notes make it maybe to the car. 

Sometimes self-control is a matter of being smart. If chocolates are a problem for you don’t stock your pantry with them. If getting to work on time is an issue go to bed earlier, set your alarm earlier and leave yourself extra time. If wasting time at work is an issue distance yourself from what it is that is a time waster: don’t check e-mail, block out Facebook or games or whatever the temptation is. Keep focused on the reward of being a person who can successfully navigate life as Jesus did.

It takes getting a vision of your goal—what a winning life looks like and what it would be like to break the tape on the finish line and add to that some effort—orchestrate the things you need to do in your life to become more self-controlled—and have the means of spiritual disciplines, you will see self-control growing like fruit in your life.

Your gratification of sin in your life will decrease. Your relationship to God will mature and increase. Your relationships with your family and friends will be at peace.

And when it comes to chips you may even be able to eat just one.
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