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Fruit of the Spirit:  Self-Control                               Rev. Lynell M. Caudillo 
Galatians 5:13-23 (NLT)                                             August 1, 2021 
 
13For you have been called to live in freedom, my brothers and sisters.  But don’t 
use your freedom to satisfy your sinful nature.  Instead, use your freedom to serve 
one another in love.  14For the whole law can be summed up in this one command: 
“Love your neighbor as yourself.”  15But if you are always biting and devouring one 
another, watch out!  Beware of destroying one another. 

16So I say, let the Holy Spirit guide your lives.  Then you won’t be doing what your 
sinful nature craves.  17The sinful nature wants to do evil, which is just the opposite 
of what the Spirit wants.  And the Spirit gives us desires that are the opposite of 
what the sinful nature desires.  These two forces are constantly fighting each other, 
so you are not free to carry out your good intentions.  18But when you are directed 
by the Spirit, you are not under obligation to the law of Moses. 
19When you follow the desires of your sinful nature, the results are very clear: 
sexual immorality, impurity, lustful pleasures, 20idolatry, sorcery, hostility, 
quarreling, jealousy, outbursts of anger, selfish ambition, dissension, division, 
21envy, drunkenness, wild parties, and other sins like these.  Let me tell you again, 
as I have before, that anyone living that sort of life will not inherit the Kingdom of 
God. 
22But the Holy Spirit produces this kind of fruit in our lives: love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23gentleness, and self-control. 
 
PRAY 
 
No doubt many of you will recall the initiative of the “war on drugs”, the DARE 
program: Drug Abuse Resistance Education.  The DARE program enlisted law 
enforcement officers to connect with students through local schools to instruct 
children and youth regarding the dangers of drugs.  The goal?  To train them to 
“Just Say No” to temptation, peer pressure, and drugs.  There was only one 
problem: the program didn’t work.  
 
Why?  “Just Say NO” is not an effective strategy because it doesn’t go deep enough. 
Saying “no” and actually “living it”, requires more than intellectual assent, or 
knowing something is unhealthy.  Saying “no” in the moment when drugs or 
temptation are present, requires self-control. 
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A professor of adolescent psychology told the class her own story: As a teenager, 
she was all dressed up, waiting for her boyfriend to pick her up for an evening out.  
Her father, seated in his easy chair with the newspaper, made her practice saying 
“no” out loud, while she waited.  As she’d recite a litany of “noes”, he’d occasionally 
comment:  
“That ‘no’ sounded like a ‘maybe’!” 
Perhaps her father was onto something.  How often does our “no” sound like a 
“maybe”? 
 
Paul’s teaching regarding the “fruit of the Spirit” (Gal. 5:22-23) is in the larger 
context of his teaching on living the Christian life in freedom from the Law.  In Christ 
we are “free from the law” and from our “sinful natures” and “free to live in love 
and in the power of the Holy Spirit.”  Instead of using our freedom for self-
indulgence, we are to use our freedom to love one another.  And each and every 
fruit of the Spirit is derived from love! 
 
The dictionary definition of “self-control” is the ability to exercise one’s will so as 
to restrain one’s desires, emotions, and behavior.  The implication is that one must 
consciously access and activate an internal monitoring system. (lmc) 
 
The Greek word Paul uses here has as it’s root the word for “strength” or “power”, 
but he adds a prefix meaning “in/within”.  So, self-control is “inner strength”; the 
ability and power to govern one’s own behavior.   
 
In another context, Paul uses the same word (in I Corinthians 9:24-27) to describe 
an athlete who masters his emotions and his body in order to run a race.  It is safe 
to assume that you have watched or heard about the Summer Olympics, taking 
place now in Tokyo Japan.  (Postponed a year, due to Covid19).  Whatever sport 
one might be watching, it is clear that these athletes are in peak condition and at 
the top of their game.  In every sport there comes a moment when the lactic acid 
is building up in the muscles, the mind knows the end is not yet in sight, and one 
wonders whether or not one can complete the event.  At that point, it is not a 
matter of physical strength and training, but a matter of mental and emotional – 
“inner strength”.  It requires will power to persevere to the end.  That is self-
control. 
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Paul uses the same word here and in 1 Corinthians 7 regarding sexuality.  He warns 
that the God-given, good gift of sexuality can be misused and abused, unless it is 
self-controlled and not an expression of self-indulgence but of love.   
 
Self-control is not an end in itself.  It serves a greater purpose.  Self-control is the 
ability to say “no” in order that one might say “yes” to a greater good.  Paul is 
stressing here that unless we can exercise self-control, we will have difficulty 
maintaining healthy relationships.  Why?  Because if we cannot say “no” to our own 
comfort and convenience, we will be unable to serve one another.  If we cannot 
delay our own gratification for a higher cause or greater purpose, we will become 
stuck in self-centeredness.  If we cannot say “no” to our own pride and sinfulness, 
we will be unable to admit we were wrong or experience humility.  If we cannot say 
“no” to fear, we will never be about to say “yes” and reach out to another in need.  
Until and unless we can say ‘no’ to ourselves, we will be unable to say ‘yes’ to one 
another.  
 
Does this way of living come naturally?  By no means!  Paul says there is an internal 
struggle between our sinful natures and the life God calls us to in Christ.  But for 
the fact of the indwelling Holy Spirit, we are powerless to say “no” to any 
temptation or to say “yes” to what is good! 
 
The life of David in the OT illustrates this well for us.   Saul is God’s anointed King, 
but David is his anointed successor.  Overcome with jealousy over David’s growing 
popularity, Saul makes several unsuccessful attempts to end David’s life.  Their 
relationship could well be described as “frenemies”—" a person (or group) that is 
friendly toward another because the relationship brings benefits, but harbors 
feelings of resentment or rivalry.” 
 
In fact, David had been Saul’s harpist (“music therapist”), armor bearer, military 
captain, and son-in-law, but he spent years on the run to preserve his own life.  
Interestingly, David is presented with not one, but two perfect opportunities to kill 
Saul.  (Read I Samuel 24 and I Samuel 26:5-11).  He could have lived in freedom. 
Why not?  Saul had been threatening his life and pursuing him relentlessly.  Here’s 
a golden opportunity to end it.  Easily.  No one would blame him, and in fact those 
with David urged him to go ahead and kill Saul once and for all. 
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But David exercised self-control.  He showed mercy as well as restraint when he 
chose to respect Saul as God’s anointed king.  David spared Saul’s life not once, but 
twice. 
 
However, a dozen chapters later, our very human King David loses self-control, 
giving into lust.  He sexually assaults Bathsheba and arranges the murder of her 
husband Uriah.  It is a sad but true-to-life story of how a lack of self-control results 
in family dysfunction which would affect the lives not one family, but the entire 
nation of Israel.   
 
(As an aside, this is one reason I find the Word of God to be credible.  Our biblical 
heroes are not whitewashed or idealized, but down to earth, real people who 
struggle to love God and live accordingly.  Like us they resist temptation and give 
in to it.  They act selflessly one day and selfishly the next.  This is the real, 
redemptive story of God’s people.  It is amazing and humbling that God can use 
sinners like David, like you and me as a part of God’s real, redemptive story!)  
 
One example of Jesus demonstrating self-control occurs at the outset of his 
ministry.  Immediately after his baptism in the Jordan river by John the Baptist, we 
are told that Jesus is led out into the wilderness to be tempted by the evil one.  
During that time of fasting, 40 days and nights, Jesus is confronted with three 
temptations: 

1- To feed himself and his ego 
2- To tempt God by throwing himself off the highest point of the temple 
3- To bow down and worship the evil one, instead of God. 

 
Weakened and hungry, it would have been very tempting to turn the loaf shaped 
stones into bread.  A test of power?  Understood.  And temptation to gain the whole 
world, but lose his soul?  Jesus clearly resisted all three attempts to seduce him into 
self-service and self-preservation by exercising self-control.  Jesus said ‘no’ to 
immediate self-gratification, in order to say ‘yes’ to God’s greater plan of salvation, 
and the cross!  Christ is motivated by love and empowered by the Spirit.  Jesus’ ‘no’ 
did not sound like a maybe!   (Matthew 4:1-11) 
 
Of course, Jesus was God!  It was easy for him, right?  Jesus was as human as you 
and I.  It was not easy.  Jesus prevailed by the same means you and I may prevail - 
by relying on God’s Word and saying ‘yes’ to the power of the Holy Spirit!  Jesus 
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prayed: “Not my will, but Thy (the Father’s) will be done.”  He said ‘no’ to the Evil 
one, and ‘yes’ to God. 
 
Paul writes in Galatians 5:24-25: 24Those who belong to Christ Jesus have nailed the 
passions and desires of their sinful nature to his cross and crucified them there.  
25Since we are living by the Spirit, let us follow the Spirit’s leading in every part of 
our lives.  (NLT) 
 
When we say ‘yes’ to Christ in faith, we are forgiven and set free from our old sinful 
nature and the power of sin.  Furthermore, the Holy Spirit fills and lives within us, 
to lead and empower us to say ‘no’ to a self-centered life and to say ‘yes’ to a Christ-
centered life.  Don’t let your ‘no’ sound like a ‘maybe’! 
 
Paul’s list of spiritual fruit begins with love, as love is the foundation for all the rest.  
Self-control is the last in the list because without it, none of the others are possible. 
Remember, fruit is not an outcome of our own effort, but is borne of our deep 
abiding connection with the source: Jesus is the vine, and we are the branches. 
(John 15:1-17)  The branch has no power or ability to produce anything except in 
relation to vine, who is the source of life!  
 
Saying ‘yes’ to the Spirit is not a single, one-time decision.  
It is an ongoing, day by day, moment by moment choice, to live in the will of God, 
guided and empowered by the Holy Spirit.  As we yield control of our lives to God, 
the Spirit can bear in us the fruit of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, and self-control!  As we yield control of our lives to God, the Spirit will 
transform us more and more into the image of Christ, and we shall bear the family 
resemblance!  
 
May it be so, as we say ‘yes’ to the Spirit!  Thanks be to God!  


