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Have you ever looked around when you are at a restaurant and noticed people who are sitting at the table with someone else, but ignoring them? They are on their cell phones, either texting someone else, reading their emails, using an app or looking something up on the internet. I get the impression that some of these people have become slaves to their smart phones and have no self-control. Maybe you dread when your credit card statement arrives because you know that you’ve charged more than you can afford to pay back and your spending is out of control. Or maybe your problem is that bowl of M&M’s that you can’t walk by without grabbing a handful. You have no self-control over your love of chocolate. I have to admit I’m guilty.

Today we want to look at the next virtue of the Christian life, self-control. We know that it is not easy to practice self-control in an out of control world. Self-control is the product of God’s Word and Spirit working in us. Self-Control is the gift of God’s grace changing, transforming our lives. 

Self-control doesn’t come easily. If we want to win the battle for self-control, we have to fight on at least three different fronts. The first battle line that we face is the Devil. When God created Adam and Eve, life was perfect. Everything was under control until Satan showed up and began to appeal to their pride when he said, “God knows that when you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” (Genesis 3:5) They wanted to be like God, so they disobeyed God’s command and lost control. 

One of the Devil’s greatest lies today is that he doesn’t exist. So we make fun of him and turn him into a cartoon character. Another one of his great lies is there are no moral absolutes. Everyone can decide for themselves what it right and what is wrong. You can do anything you want as long as you don’t hurt anyone else. He doesn’t warn us that we can destroy ourselves and our lives in the process. Peter warns us, “Stay alert! Watch out for your great enemy, the devil. He prowls around like a roaring lion, looking for someone to devour.” (1 Peter 5:8 NLT) He does that by leading us away from God’s control and placing us under his control. 

The second battle front for self-control is with our sinful, fallen world. The world was changed by the fall into sin. Instead of walking with God, people turned their backs on God. The book of Genesis describes the world this way at the time of Noah. “The Lord observed the extent of human wickedness on the earth, and he saw that everything they thought or imagined was consistently and totally evil.” (Genesis 6:5 NLT) We live in an out of control world. People are doing whatever they want, defining moral issues as social issues and leaving God out of their lives. Because we live in this world, it can have a major influence on our lives. It is a big challenge to live in the world but not let the world control us. 

The last battle front is with ourselves. Even though we don’t like to admit it, we are imperfect, sinful, fallen people. The Apostle Paul tells us, “The sinful nature wants to do evil, which is just the opposite of what the Spirit wants.” (Galatians 5:17 NLT) That is why when we leave God out of our lives everything can spin out of control. I don’t think any of us wake up in the morning with the idea that we are going to let sin control or that we are going to turn our backs on God. But our sinful, fallen nature tries to lead us that way. 

There is only one way we can gain self-control, by giving God control. The Apostle Paul continued in the same verse. “The Spirit gives us desires that are the opposite of what the sinful nature desires.” Self-Control is the final fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5. As our theme verse for today tells us, “The Grace of God … teaches us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives.” (Titus 2:12) 

God’s grace makes the difference in our lives. The law doesn’t get the job done. We may slow down when we see the highway patrol on the side of the road. But as soon as we think it is safe, we speed up again. How often do we treat God’s commands the same way and ignore them when we think we won’t get caught? God’s grace sets us free from the control of Satan and the fear of judgment. God forgives us and sets us free to walk through life with him. Jesus tells us, “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave of sin. A slave is not a permanent member of the family, but a son is part of the family forever. So if the Son sets you free, you are truly free.” (John 8:34-36 NLT) Jesus sets us free from the love and the control of an out of control world.

God redirects us when His Word, Spirit and people are working in our lives. It always helps to have someone supporting us, encouraging us and holding us accountable when we want to make changes in our lives. It is easier to stop smoking when you have a support group encouraging you to do it. It is easier to adjust your eating habits when someone else is making the same change with you. People gain control over alcohol when they join groups like A.A. because they have a sponsor to hold them accountable and a group to give them support and encouragement. 

The same thing is true when it comes to letting God have control in our lives. When we are part of God’s family, when we meet regularly with God’s people for help, support and encouragement, when we let God’s Word and Spirit work in our lives, God has more influence and control in our lives. We will never be perfect as long as we are imperfect people living in an out of control world. But we can become more like Christ when we let God’s Spirit guide us, God’ Word direct us and God’s people encourage us. 

It is important for us to practice self-control in our homes, our families, our community and in our church. The best way to teach self-control is by example. Self-control is resisting temptation. Self-control is letting God providing balance in our lives. Self-control is living at peace with one another and looking out for the good of others. Self-control is learning to control what we say, what we text,  and what we post. Self-control is letting God control us so that we build up one another in the love of the Lord. Self-control is possible when God is in control of our lives. 
