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The very concept of “self-control” implies a battle between a divided self. It implies that our “self” produces desires we should not satisfy but instead “control.”
By contrast, the fruit of the spirit is love, joy, peace patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. (Ga. 5: 22-23)
Self-Control is a FRUIT of the Spirit that is produced in our lives by the GRACE OF GOD.
 “For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all, training us to renounce impiety and worldly passions, and in the present age to live lives that are self-controlled, upright and Godly.” (Titus 2:11–12).  

The battle of self-control is a battle of the MIND.
“Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern the will of God – what is good and acceptable and perfect.” (Romans 12:2)
“Their end is destruction; their god is the belly; and their glory is in their shame; their minds are set on earthly things.” (Philippians 3:19)

The promise of 1 Corinthians 10:13 says that God will not let you be TESTED BEYOND YOUR STRENGHT.   But with the testing he will also PROVIDE A WAY OUT.
The best form of self-control is to…RUN
The problem that we have is that we like to DANCE ON THE EDGE OF SIN.
We must wage spiritual warfare and bring “every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ" (2 Cor. 10:4-5)
Self-control might be better understood as GOD-CONTROL.  I control myself by giving control over to God.  In fact, self-control is best achieved in SURRENDER to God. 
Effective self-control is not ultimately self-controlling self. To have truly effectual control over our lives, we need God's power to be in control.

What’s your Escape Plan?  How will you take hold of the Fierce Fruit of Self-Control?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

(Ideas: Eliminate R rated movies as an entertainment option.  Drop subscriptions to any magazine that depicts women in an inappropriate sexual context.  Cancel subscriptions to HBO or other movie channels that show pornographic programming.  Enter into a covenant relationship with a group of close friends who will hold you accountable to proper behavior. Establish a spending plan that will lead to being debt-free.)
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The Fierce Fruit of Self-Control

In recent weeks I have had the opportunity to talk to you about your time and your money.  Today, we get to tackle - self-control! No deep theology on this one.   This will be pretty much a nuts-and-bolts message.  
The very concept of “self-control” implies a battle between a divided self. It implies that our “self” produces desires we should not satisfy but instead “control.” Jesus said we should “deny ourselves” and “take up our cross daily,” So daily…every day… our “self” produces desires that need to be “controlled.”

The path to a holy and sanctified life is narrow and littered with constant temptations to abandon the way.  Jesus says, “Strive to enter through the narrow door” (Luke 13:24). The Greek word for “strive” is agonizesthe, in which you hear the English word “agonize.”

We get a taste of how seriously Scripture perceives this issue of self-control.  Matthew 5:29 says, “If your right eye makes you stumble, tear it out and throw it from you.” This is the fierceness with which we need to pursue the fruit of self-control.  

Turn with me to Gal 5:22.  These verses are some of the most powerful in Scripture and I would encourage you to commit this to memory.

This passage clearly defines for us the desires of the flesh in contrast to the ways of the spirit.  Self-control is a fruit of the Holy Spirit working in our lives.  It is a part of the right behavior we are called to as Disciples of Christ.  

But it is not an easy fruit.  It is something that we must continually take by force.  It is not natural to our human nature.
That’s why the language in verse 24 is so strong.  “Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires.”  Don’t miss the brutal imagery.

The Apostle Paul says: “I labor, striving (agonizomenos) according to His power, which mightily works within me” But listen to what Paul also has to say in… 

Romans 7:14-15.  “For we know that the law is spiritual; but I am of the flesh, sold into slavery under sin.  I do not understand my own actions.  For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.”

Do you hear the agony in his voice?  Even the Apostle Paul fights against the things that he knows are wrong.  We must be fierce when it comes to the fruit of self-control.

So how do we “strive” against our fatal desires? How does the Spirit produce this fruit of self-control in us? 

(Titus 2:11–12). “For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all, training us to renounce impiety and worldly passions, and in the present age to live lives that are self-controlled, upright and Godly.”

When we really see and believe what God has done for us by grace through Jesus Christ, the power of wrong desires can be broken. Therefore the fight for self-control is empowered by faith and grace.

But where do we start?  How does God free us from sinful desires and habits?  He does it through the renewing of our minds.  The fight is not primarily with the flesh, it is with the mind.  The action of the flesh starts with the battle of the mind.  
“Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern the will of God – what is good and acceptable and perfect.” (Romans 12:2)
“Their end is destruction; their god is the belly; and their glory is in their shame; their minds are set on earthly things.” (Philippians 3:19)

Essentially, there is a constant internal battle going on within us.  Temptations… thoughts, attitudes flow through us, wanting self to be on the throne.  Urging us to act on these sinful desires.  But these desires start in the heart and in the mind.  
Scripture says “Do not love the world or anything in the world.  If anyone loves the world, love for the father is not in them.  For everything in the world – the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life – comes not from the father but from the world.”  
I want to stop here and take a little side trip on that verse.  I think it is important to define what is meant by “not loving this world.”  Not loving the world does not mean that we shouldn’t love life.  As Christians we should have a passion for life like no other.  We are free in Christ to enjoy this life in the way that God truly intended.

"Life is not a journey to the grave with the intention of arriving safely in a pretty and well preserved body, but rather to skid in broadside, thoroughly used up, totally worn out, and loudly proclaiming -- WOW-- What a Ride!"

That’s what life is like for the Child of God!
The “world” is the external destructive influence that takes away the proper love and passion for life that we have in Christ.  The world drives us away from the ways or God, the real joy of life.  
Let me show you something.  Look at Matthew 4:8.  Notice that when Satan offers the kingdoms of the world to Jesus, Jesus he doesn’t argue.  He doesn’t say, “You don’t own these.”  The kingdoms of the world are ruled by Satan.  That’s why there is evil.  That’s why there is temptation.  And that’s why we are called to live a life of self-control.
So, if that’s the case, what do we do?  What are some practical responses to the issue of self-control?
Turn with me to 1 Cor. 10:13.  I want to show you verse that offers one of the great promises of Scripture…but one that also places a responsibility on us in order to claim that promise.
In this world we will face temptation.  We can’t avoid it.  But…we can run from it when it happens.  There will always be a way of escape.

So what is the best form of self-control?   RUN!
We all face temptations to sin—all our lives. When confronted with temptation, we must strive, as much as possible, to get away from it— run! Even if you think you have a lot of self-control, don't put it to the test unnecessarily.

Consider some of the things from which Scripture tells us that we should flee: "Flee" from a "stranger" (a teacher of lies), "flee from idolatry," flee "all kinds of evil," "flee youthful lusts", “flee sexual immorality",

I would like to take a few moments, as uncomfortable as it might be, to discuss the issue of sexual immorality.  I do this because the images and messages of sexual immorality are so pervasive in our culture today.

Self-control means resisting sexual temptations, a subject addressed many times in the Bible but very seldom in church. I want to address this issue head-on because I think sexual sins are especially damaging—physically, mentally, emotionally and spiritually.  Sexual sins trade integrity for instant gratification, and everyone loses.
 
Tragically, our standards of morality and modesty are plunging.  We all know this.  But this is not something that just impacts the younger generation.  Don’t for one moment think that we all are not impacted by today’s culture, no matter what your age.  We watch things on television and in the movies now that would not have gone to see 20 or 30 years ago.  

Chris and Love Boat.  The implied immorality was enough to make it off limits.  Now they probably show reruns on ABC Family.

You see, the problem is that we accept the change in the standards and the influence of the culture.  We are fallen human beings and we like to dance on the edge of sin.  Pastor Chris has made reference to this in previous messages.  

If we allow ourselves to dance with sin we are going to fall. But it’s not just about our actions.  Here’s the really hard part.  Jesus makes it clear that God holds us strictly accountable for sinful thoughts as well as sinful actions.

Matthew 5:28 says, "Whoever looks at a woman to lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”  Job said, "I made a covenant with my eyes not to look lustfully at a girl" (Job 31:1 NIV).

Let me give you an example that recently came to mind with regard to these verses and dancing on the edge of sin.  How about the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit edition.  I mention this because I know it came out about a month or so ago.  

But wait, that’s not really pornography, it’s a sports magazine.  Does it tell you anything that this edition of the magazine is now often placed behind a cover on the magazine racks?  To say there nothing wrong with those images because it’s Sports Illustrated is as ridiculous as the person who tells you they subscribe to a pornographic magazine because it has good articles. 

Before you think I am focused solely on men, women have responsibility in this as well.  Let’s look at an often very misunderstood passage of Scripture to emphasize this point.  

1 Tim. 2:9.  “Also that the women should dress themselves modestly and decently in suitable clothing, not with their hair braided, or with gold, pearls, or expensive clothing.”

Paul was offering, in this case, not a universal doctrine but a specific admonition to the women in the church at Ephesus.  Ephesus was a very wealthy city, and the indications are that the women in the church at Ephesus were getting caught up in the artificial glamour of the society.  

Braided hair arrayed with costly jewelry was considered both provocative and a way of establishing social status.   Paul is calling on the Christian women in Ephesus to exercise self-control and not to conform to the standards of the world.  To focus on the inner beauty, the true beauty that only Christ can give.
 
Look, this message isn’t about a call for social reforms or mandated Christian values.  Christ’s message calls each of us, individually, to a different standard from what the world practices.  It’s about the heart and the mind of each of us.  We must wage spiritual warfare and bring “every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ" (2 Cor. 10:4-5)
One final thought.  I don’t want to belabor this point too much but when it comes to sexual temptation you don’t want to wait for the fire to singe your heels before you determine where the fire escape is located.  The act of running should not always just be a reaction.  Running can be pre-planned and intentional. 

Do you want to avoid sexual temptation?  Don’t put yourself in situations where it can happen.  I traveled a lot in my business career.  And as a part of that travel I developed and applied certain rules and principles.  

I avoided one-on-one social situations with female co-workers and clients.  Hotels…they are lonely and boring and fraught with temptation. So you need an escape plan.  Don’t wait to feel the heat of the fire to figure out where to run.  Put a plan in place and know where the fire escapes were located.

And self-control is not just about avoiding sinful temptations.  We must also control too much of a good thing.  Proverbs 25:16 cautions: "Have you found honey? Eat only as much as you need, lest you be filled with it and vomit."  People lack the self-control to stop when they should. We overeat, over-drink, overspend and overindulge in a lot of things. 

How many of you remember the group Queen?  How many want to forget the group Queen!?  One of their popular songs has been used recently in some television advertising. I think it was a cell phone ad.  The song starts out, “I want it all, I want it all, I want it all and I want it now! Folks, this is the theme song of an anti-self-control culture. We must rule our appetites or they will rule us. 

Want to have greater self-control over your spending?  Put together a budget and commit to it.  Want to be healthier and feel better?  Commit to the self-control associated with healthy eating and exercise.  This is what self-control is about.  Self-control is as much about intention as it is about reaction.  

Invite the Holy Spirit to empower you to a life of self-control.
Self-control, as a fruit of the spirit, might be better understood as God-control.  I control myself by giving control over to God.  Self-control is best achieved when we surrender our will to God.  The two work together.  Surrender and self-control.  They support and strengthen each other.
Willpower alone in not enough.
Paul plainly said that "the mind-set of the flesh is hostile to God because it does not submit itself to God's law, for it is unable to do so".  The human mind by itself is not capable of being in complete subjection to the law of God! 

Self-control is a fruit that comes from the power and the working of the Holy Spirit in our lives.  We can’t do it on our own.  Jesus said, "The spirit [our attitude] indeed is willing but the flesh [human willpower] is weak" (Matt. 26:41).

The term "Self-control" is actually somewhat misleading. Effective self-control is not ultimately self-controlling self. To have truly effective self-control we need God's power to be in control.

So what actions do we take away from this?  How do we surrender to God and gain a greater measure of self-control in our lives.  We need the power of God and the guidance of the Holy Spirit…but we have a responsibility in this as well.  What’s your escape plan?  What steps will you to take to resist worldly temptations?  



I urge you, don’t just hear the Word today.  Identify an area in your life where you feel you need to exercise more self-control.  Take it to God.  Seek the counsel and the power of the Holy Spirit.  But take action.  Don’t let the world dictate how you live your life.

At the end of your outline I have listed some suggestions for consideration.  This is just some food for thought.  Remember, the battle is in the mind so that’s where the fight has to start.  
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Whatever action you decide to take you can be sure of two things.  One, the world will think you’re a bit crazy.  And two, the Devil will work even harder to trip you up.  

But I end with the promise found in… 

James 4: 7, “Submit yourselves therefore to God.  Resist the devil, and he will flee – he will RUN - from you.”

(Ideas:  Eliminate R rated movies as an entertainment option.  Drop subscriptions to any magazine that depicts women in an inappropriate sexual context.  Cancel subscriptions to HBO or other cable channels that show pornographic programming.  Enter into a covenant relationship with a group of close friends who will hold you accountable to proper behavior.  Establish a spending plan that will lead to faithful tithing and debt-free living.)


