
Self-Control
Galatians 5:22

The Apostle Paul had a style and method of evangelism that is 
very different than what is common today.  The subject of his 
conversation was much different.  Today, way too often, 
evangelism is little more than a sales pitch.  An advertising 
campaign.  As Christians, we often tell people what God has to 
offer.  We promote the benefits of salvation.  We offer salvation 
with all the marketing techniques of those who are well trained in 
how to close a sale and meet their monthly quota.

But that isn’t what Paul does.  For example, he talks to the 
Roman Governor of Judea, a man named Felix.  Felix wasn’t 
particularly honest or righteous in his rule, for we read of Felix’ 
response to Paul in,

Acts 24:25  “Felix was alarmed and said, “Go away for the 
present. When I get an opportunity I will summon you.” 26 At the 
same time he hoped that money would be given him by Paul. So 
he sent for him often and conversed with him. 27 When two years 
had elapsed, Felix was succeeded by Porcius Festus. And 
desiring to do the Jews a favor, Felix left Paul in prison.”

So what was it that caused Felix to be so alarmed?  What 
made him so uncomfortable?  Why did he choose to leave Paul in 
prison for two years without summoning him again?  Look at,

Acts 24:25  And as he reasoned about righteousness and self- 
control and the coming judgment, Felix was alarmed and said, 
“Go away for the present. When I get an opportunity I will 
summon you.”

So that was the specific subject which Paul chose for this 
evangelistic conversation with the governor.     “Righteousness 
and self-control and the coming judgment.”  Imagine yourself 

given an audience with someone important.  A governor, or even 
the President.  And your zeal is for evangelism, not political 
advantage.  Imagine you have a genuine, personal conversation 
with a man of great importance and power, including the power to 
imprison you indefinitely for being a Christian.  You want to make 
the gospel as clear as it can be.

So you talk about the coming judgment.  That’s 
understandable.  A warning.  God will judge the earth, and we are 
accountable.  But then Paul mentions righteousness.  So you 
want to be sure it is plain as you speak that this person is a 
sinner.  The judgment is personal, for it will come on account of 
your own unrighteousness.  Paul is no doubt talking about the 
need for righteousness as the evidence of faith and repentance.  
And then, even more courageously, and perhaps foolish by our 
standards today, you talk about self-control.  In the context of 
evangelism, in a conversation with a powerful unbeliever who 
holds the power to imprison you for the rest of your life or to 
release you, you raise the issue of self-control as the chief 
example of the lack of righteousness for which he will face the 
coming judgment of God.

That’s what Paul did.  Self-control became that important.  And 
so we find it here in Galatians 5 among the fruit of the spirit.  As I 
have emphasized in previous weeks, let me make clear again.  
This list of fruit is not the list of your own righteousness that you 
must accomplish in order to become a Christian.  This is not a list 
of the things you must do to earn your own salvation, or to satisfy 
God’s requirements for entrance into heaven.  Nor is this a list of 
things you can accomplish in your own strength, by the power of 
your own will and purpose.  Rather,

I. SELF-CONTROL IS THE OUTWARD EVIDENCE OF THE 
CHRISTIAN LIFE.
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Of the CHRISTIAN life, of the life of a Christian.  So self-
control becomes the evidence of the work of God in us.  Self-
control becomes the evidence of the regenerating, saving power 
of God.  Self-control is the result of a  person becoming a 
Christian, not the cause of it.  And to be perfectly plain,

A. Self-control is possible only by the power of God at 
work in us.
Let’s look at a verse that makes this point so clearly as we 

start this afternoon,
Phil. 2:12  “Therefore, my beloved, as you have always 

obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence but much more in my 
absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, 13 
for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his 
good pleasure.”

Paul doesn’t have any problem with this idea of understanding 
both our responsibility and the enabling power of God.  “Work out 
your own salvation with fear and trembling…”  That’s pretty 
explicit, isn’t it?  The emphasis is upon our responsibility, the 
effect of your salvation upon your own life.  Work it out!  But, he 
says in the same breath, “it is God who works in you.”  

To put that into the context of the fruit of the spirit, or 
specifically, self-control, the Bible would say to each one of us as 
a believer, exercise self-control.  And then, at the same time, 
emphasize that it is possible only by the power of God at work in 
us.  

But if you are a Christian, you have that power at work in you.  
And that is the point here.  Not to emphasize your failure, but to 
give you the encouragement of what is possible.  So if you 
struggle with self-control, then this is the encouragement.  Self-
control is the fruit, the evidence, of the work of the Holy Spirit 

within you.  And with that encouragement, never forget that,

B. Self-control is possible only by the power of the Holy 
Spirit.
Let me remind you of the context of this listing of the fruit of 

the Spirit.
Gal. 5:16  “But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify 

the desires of the flesh...24 And those who belong to Christ Jesus 
have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. 25 If we live 
by the Spirit, let us also keep in step with the Spirit.”

So keep in step with the Spirit.  That’s the exhortation.  That’s 
the application.  Walk by the Spirit.  Do not resist the power of the 
Spirit already at work in you, if you are a Christian.  Do not 
quench the Spirit.  Rather, as Paul would put it, “be filled by the 
Spirit.”  Submit yourself, and your will, to the leading and directing 
of the Holy Spirit.  Then and then only, is this fruit of self-control 
possible.  It is not a work you can accomplish on your own.

That being said, let me emphasis your responsibility.

II. SELF-CONTROL IS THE GOAL OF THE CHRISTIAN 
LIFE.
It is not optional.  It is not something that you are permitted to 

ignore.  And too often, that is what we think about it.  We excuse 
it.  We explain it away.  We downplay it.  You know it is a problem, 
but you are completely unwilling to address it as a problem.  
Scripture doesn’t give us that freedom!

2 Peter 1:5  “For this very reason, make every effort to 
supplement your faith with virtue, and virtue with knowledge, 6 
and knowledge with self- control, and self- control with 
steadfastness, and steadfastness with godliness, 7 and godliness 
with brotherly affection, and brotherly affection with love. 8 For if 
these qualities are yours and are increasing, they keep you from 
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being ineffective or unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus 
Christ.”

Did you understand that progression?  Surely, it begins with 
faith.  What you believe.  Trust.  But add to it.  Supplement it.  

A. Faith must be put into practice.
With virtue, then knowledge.  Goodness of life, and knowledge 

or understanding.  Then self-control!

There is an encouragement in Peter’s own words.  You have 
everything necessary!

2 Peter 1:3  “His divine power has granted to us all things that 
pertain to life and godliness, through the knowledge of him who 
called us to his own glory and excellence, 4 by which he has 
granted to us his precious and very great promises, so that 
through them you may become partakers of the divine nature, 
having escaped from the corruption that is in the world because of 
sinful desire.”

And a good warning is given,
2 Peter 1:8  “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. 9 For whoever lacks these 
qualities is so nearsighted that he is blind, having forgotten that 
he was cleansed from his former sins. 10 Therefore, brothers, be 
all the more diligent to confirm your calling and election, for if you 
practice these qualities you will never fall. 11 For in this way there 
will be richly provided for you an entrance into the eternal 
kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”

Make your calling and election sure!  Confirm your salvation, 
by making it evident.  By putting your faith into practice.  And the 
goal is, indeed, self-control.

The goal for every Christian, every one of you, is self-control.  
The goal in every area of life, for every one of you, is self-control.  
And that self-control, which is a fruit of the Holy Spirit at work in 
your life as a Christian, is also accomplished only when you are 
committed to giving diligent effort.

B. Faith must be exercised with diligent effort.
1 Cor. 9:24  “Do you not know that in a race all the runners 

run, but only one receives the prize? So run that you may obtain 
it. 25 Every athlete exercises self- control in all things. They do it 
to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. 26 So I 
do not run aimlessly; I do not box as one beating the air. 27 But I 
discipline my body and keep it under control, lest after preaching 
to others I myself should be disqualified.”

I was a competitive athlete when I was younger.  A very 
competitive athlete, and indeed, even that competitiveness had to 
come under this call to self-control.  But competitiveness in 
athletics has one obvious mark in the life of an athlete.  Exercise.  
Training.  Discipline.  Hard work.

I never liked to run.  I never ran competitively.  I never wanted 
to run track or cross country, and I was never really able to do so 
either, not competitively.  I was just too slow.  But I used to run a 
lot.  I ran because I played soccer, and I had to have the 
endurance to stay on the field. I had to be in good shape to play 
the game well.  I ran because it was good training for baseball, 
too.  Running, for me, was training.  It was the diligent effort that 
was necessary for me to succeed as an athlete.  I understand 
that.  I worked hard.

That’s what Paul describes, and he identifies the sport of 
running itself, running a race.  And the sport of boxing.  He says 
to the runner in training, “Run in such a way as to win the race!”  
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Run in such a way as to win the prize, the gold medal.  Train 
yourself, so that you will win.  “I do not run aimlessly,” he says.  

He continues, with reference to boxing. 
1 Cor. 9:26  “I do not box as one beating the air.”

Specific training is involved.  Diligent effort.  And he makes the 
spiritual application so plain.

1 Cor. 9:25  “Every athlete exercises self- control in all things. 
They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an 
imperishable.”

And in case the connection is still not plain enough,
1 Cor. 9:27  “But I discipline my body and keep it under 

control, lest after preaching to others I myself should be 
disqualified.”

The NIV translation puts it plainly, “I beat my body and make it 
my slave.”  The word for “beat” there means to make it black and 
blue.  To discipline my body means to beat it into submission.  I 
don’t think a stronger word could have been used.  “I beat my 
body and make it my slave.”  That is the diligent effort to which 
we, as Christians, are called.  That is what self-control is all 
about.  “I beat my body and make it my slave.”

Before we go on, and before I get to specific applications, let 
me again emphasize, as I have already done, this is possible only 
by the power of God at work in the life of a Christian.  This is 
possible only by the power of the Holy Spirit at work in you.  But 
with that power, with the Holy Spirit, it becomes your responsibility 
as you work out your salvation with fear and trembling.  “I beat my 
body and make it my slave.” 

Now, what does that mean?  How is,

III. SELF-CONTROL DEFINED.
Surely the reference would be to your physical desires.  So 

self-control would mean that,

A. You are able to control the physical desires of your 
body.
“I beat my body and make it my slave.”  Not because the body 

is evil, or because physical desires are evil.  But because the lack 
of self-control over those desires is evil!  There is all the 
difference in the world between those two things.

So what are some specific examples.  How about eating and 
drinking.  Even food.  Gluttony is a sin, a lack of self-control.  
Alcohol is specifically mentioned in the Bible.  Drunkenness is 
surely a sin.  Sexual desires are an obvious focal point in 
Scripture.  Likewise, your tongue.  Controlling your tongue, what 
you say.  And your anger, which I include as a physical desire.  
Self-control means that you don’t lose your temper.  Your eyes, 
what you look at and focus upon.  And the focus upon your mind.  
A lack of self-control might mean that you focus your mind upon 
your computer too much, or watching too much television.  Maybe 
it shows up by your compulsion to read and write text messages, 
or email.  It might mean that you cannot keep yourself from 
surfing the web when you ought to be working, or sleeping.  It 
might mean, students, that you can’t study without getting 
distracted.  

We laugh sometimes as we label things OCD, as if that 
medical definition excuses our sinful behavior.  We can easily 
excuse a lack of self-control simply by claiming the disease of 
being obsessive/compulsive.  We excuse our lack of self-control 
by labels such as ADHD, and we find the solutions to be restricted 
to medication.
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Now, I’m not saying that there aren’t people with definitive 
attention disorders.  But I am saying this:  we can be tempted to 
use and overuse such diagnoses to excuse our own sinful 
behavior.  And when you label sinful behavior with medical 
terminology, it is easy to then ignore and forget this call to self-
control.  And to ignore God’s remedy.

So there might be an occasion when medical treatment can 
help, but beloved, self-control is a fruit of the Holy Spirit.

In the most general sense, then, this refers to all of your 
physical desires, the desires associated with your physical life in 
your body.  Paul puts it this way in,

Col. 3:5  “Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual 
immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, 
which is idolatry. 6 On account of these the wrath of God is 
coming. 7 In these you too once walked, when you were living in 
them. 8 But now you must put them all away: anger, wrath, 
malice, slander, and obscene talk from your mouth.”

One specific example.
1 Thes. 4:3  “For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that 

you abstain from sexual immorality; 4 that each one of you know 
how to control his own body in holiness and honor, 5 not in the 
passion of lust like the Gentiles who do not know God.”

What a sad state of affairs it is when we assume that there is 
no alternative to sexual immorality among young people.  What a 
terrible commentary on human nature when the response of 
adults, some parents included, is simply this, “They are going to 
do it anyway.”

Do you know what that does to us?  It makes us beasts, 
animals.  That attitude turns a human being into a mere creature, 

a beast of the field, governing only and entirely by instinct.

If I don’t want my cats making kittens, I take them to the vet 
and got them fixed.  Same with my dog.  Because I can’t train our 
pets to practice abstinence.  I can train my dog to go outside 
when he needs to go.  And I can train him not to bark in the 
middle of the night or to beg for food at the dining room table, but 
I can’t train him not to try to make puppies.  Same with the cats.  
Self-control is not possible. 

But human beings are created in the image of God, and we 
are not mere animals.  We are responsible, moral creatures, and 
God, therefore, holds us accountable for our behavior.  Especially 
as Christians.  You and I are able to control the physical desires 
of our bodies.  Self-control is the fruit of the Holy Spirit.  So, this is 
the will of God for you life, “that you abstain from sexual 
immorality.”  Everyone of you, that is the will of God.

This is the will of God for your life, “that each one of you know 
how to control his own body in holiness and honor.”  And why?  
Because you are not an unbeliever.  Because you are not 
enslaved to “the passion of lust like the Gentiles who do not know 
God.”  You who believe in Jesus for your eternal salvation, you 
have the Holy Spirit.  Self-control is the will of God for you.

Again, sexual immorality is just one example, albeit a 
prominent one.  I mentioned all those other examples before.  
Self-control in every area of your life is the will of God.  And when 
you fail, when you fall short, confess your sin to God and seek his 
forgiveness.  Then ask for the power of the Holy Spirit which is 
able to strengthen you.  Then, exercise yourself with diligent 
effort.  “Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, for it 
is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good 
pleasure.”
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One more point in that regard, evident from the verses I read 
in 1 Thessalonians 4.  Listen again to these words, from verse 4, 
“that each one of you know how to control his own body in 
holiness and honor.”  Did you catch that last word?  Honor.  That’s 
what the whole subject of sexuality is so stressed in the Bible.  
Because it is honorable.  

Heb. 13:4  “Let marriage be held in honor among all, and let 
the marriage bed be undefiled, for God will judge the sexually 
immoral and adulterous.” 

Marriage is honorable.  The marital relationship is honorable.  
The marriage bed is honorable.  The physical relationship of a 
husband and a wife is honorable.  There is no shame.  And 
immorality ruins all of that, taking what is honorable and making it 
dirty.

And so, beloved, you who know Jesus Christ as your savior, 
you who are Christians, saved by the grace of God through faith 
alone,

B. You are able to preserve the honor of your body.
And that is the will of God for your life!

When you control your words, and your temper, you preserve 
that honor.  When you control any use of alcohol, so that you 
remain in control of yourself and not under the influence of the 
alcohol, you preserve the honor of your body.  When you control 
what you eat, it is honorable.  When you control every and any 
desire that arises within your physical, human condition, when 
you live with that self-control, it is honorable!

For one final verse, turn please to,
Phil. 3:18  “For many, of whom I have often told you and now 

tell you even with tears, walk as enemies of the cross of Christ. 

19 Their end is destruction, their god is their belly, and they glory 
in their shame, with minds set on earthly things.”

That’s the condition of unbelievers.  They glory in those things 
of which they should be ashamed.  “They glory in their shame.”  
But it is different for Christians.

Phil.3:20  “But our citizenship is in heaven, and from it we 
await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, 21 who will transform our 
lowly body to be like his glorious body, by the power that enables 
him even to subject all things to himself.”

Jesus will transform our bodies to be like his glorious body!  
And so, as you wait for that day, the honor that is yours now 
ought to be obvious.  Jesus will redeem your body.  So even now, 
it is true to say,

1 Cor. 6:19  “Or do you not know that your body is a temple of 
the Holy Spirit within you, whom you have from God? You are not 
your own, 20 for you were bought with a price. So glorify God in 
your body.”

That’s my conclusion of this sermon on self-control.  “Your 
body is a temple of the Holy Spirit….So glorify God in your body.”

How do you do that?  How do you glorify God in your body?  
Paul said it best, “I discipline my body and keep it under control.”  
And that is possible, because self-control is a fruit of the Holy 
Spirit.
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