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I’m glad my mother is dead.  No really, I’m glad my mother is dead.  Because if 

she were alive, and she found out that her son was about to preach on sermon on 

“self-control” – she would laugh so hard it would kill her!  (When we were 

dividing up who was going to preach on which “fruit of the Spirit” for this sermon 

series, Becky was also – surprised – that I selected self-control). 
  

In a sermon two months ago I confessed that, throughout my school years, I was a 

class clown – a classic self-control issue.  Now, Mrs. Thornton was my sixth-grade 

teacher, and she was one of my favorite teachers.  But my strong suit was never the 

ability to exercise self-control.  One day in the spring, well, I don’t remember what 

I said, but it was the straw that broke the camel’s back – Mrs. Thornton had had 

enough of me.  She slammed her textbook down on her desk, and screamed – 

literally screamed – “JOHN, STOP IT!!”  I assume multiple detentions followed, 

but I don’t remember them.  What I do remember was this – I felt so bad that I had 

pushed such a nice teacher like Mrs. Thornton over the edge that I couldn’t fall 

asleep that night.  Around 10:30 that evening I went to my parents’ bedroom in 

tears, confessing what a jerk I had been to nice Mrs. Thornton. 
  

Fast forward seven years.  I have just finished my freshman year at college, and 

I’m back home.  It’s May, and the school district is holding its annual year-end 

musical concert.  I had been involved in all the music programs throughout school, 

so I decided to attend.  And as I’m walking towards the auditorium, who do I run 

into but Mrs. Thornton!  I hadn’t seen her in seven years.  We started catching up, 

and she asked what I was studying in college and what I was planning to do.  And I 

said, “I’m planning to go into the ministry.”  And the look on that poor woman’s 

face!  I’m convinced that every day for the rest of her life, Mrs. Thornton spent 

time on her knees praying for the Church. 
 

*   *   * 
  

The Apostle Paul writes, 
 

The Holy Spirit produces this kind of fruit in our lives: love, joy, peace, patience, 

kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. (Galatians 5:22-23) 
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The final item in Paul’s list of the “fruit of the Spirit” is self-control.  And it’s kind 

of an anti-climax.  Paul’s listing of the Spirit’s effects in the Christian’s life is full 

of great stuff: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness – yeah, give me some of them!  

But self-control?  Paul’s starting to sound a lot like a sixth-grade teacher. 
  

And here’s the thing – “self-control” is a word that’s hardly found at all in the 

Bible.  Which is surprising – when we think about being a godly person, the ability 

to control ourselves is right at the top of the list.  
  

Now, classical Greek ethics valued self-control.  Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, the 

Stoics – the Greek philosophers held up self-control as a key moral virtue.  And all 

of us know from our own experience that self-control is a virtue – to be in control 

of ourselves, to have some self-discipline, to control our appetites and emotions 

and words. 
  

But here’s the reason you don’t find the word “self-control” much in the Bible.  

The Greek word is enkrateia, which literally translated means to be “self-

mastered”, to be the “lord of oneself”. And if there’s one thing that the entire Bible 

agrees on it’s the opinion that you and me being “lord of ourselves” isn’t going to 

turn out well at all.   
  

So when Paul puts “self-control” in his list of the fruit of the Spirit, here’s what he 

driving at: 

1. We are not able to control ourselves 

2. We shouldn’t try to cultivate self-control, “to be lord of ourselves” – because 

we already have a Lord 

3. Our lives become controlled when they are controlled by God – when we 

live our lives, in Paul’s phrase, “according to the Spirit.” 
 

*   *   * 
  

Here’s how Paul describes the Spirit-controlled life in the eighth chapter of his 

Letter to the Romans – listen to God’s word: 
 

   Those who are controlled by the sinful nature think about sinful things, but those 

who are controlled by the Holy Spirit think about things that please the Spirit. Letting 

your sinful nature control you leads to death, but letting the Spirit control your life 

leads to life and peace. … 

   But you are not controlled by your sinful nature. You are controlled by the Spirit – 

if you have the Spirit of God living in you.  In fact, Christ does live within you, and 

the Spirit gives you life because you have been made right with God.  The Spirit of 

God, who raised Jesus from the dead, lives in you. And just as God raised Christ 

Jesus from the dead, he will give life to your mortal bodies by this same Spirit living 

within you. 
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In this passage, Paul describes how the Christian life works.  He says there are 

basically two ways of living.  One way to live is “according to our sinful nature”.  

It’s not an appealing translation, but what Paul is describing is the attempt to live 

our lives on our own – in our own power, by our own values, in our own way – 

kind of like Sinatra singing “I Did It My Way.”  But from the Bible’s perspective, 

life lived “doing it my way” means life stuck in sin.  Left to our own devices, left 

to our own resources, we’ll always fall short, we’ll always miss the mark, because 

we are fallen creatures caught in the web and power of sin.   
  

But then Paul describes how Christians live:  

• Not only has Christ died for us, securing once-for-all God’s unconditional 

forgiveness of the many and varied sins we’ve committed;  

• Not only has Christ risen for us, opening up hope for life beyond this life;  

• But also, Christ has given his Spirit to his followers.   
 

Because when we believe in Jesus – when we commit our life to Christ, when we 

give the control of our life over to God – God places his Holy Spirit within us.  

Which means we’ve been given God’s power, inside of us, to transform us from 

within and empower us to live like Jesus.  That’s what the gift of the Holy Spirit is 

– the Spirit is the power of Christ’s new life inside of us.  And when the Holy 

Spirit is alive within us – remolding and renewing and remaking us – inevitably it 

starts to leak out.  We start to change.  New life starts breaking through our lives – 

and it looks like love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness and 

gentleness. 
  

Can you hear how what Paul’s describing in this passage – living by the Spirit’s 

power, being changed from the inside out – is the exact opposite of “self-control”?  

Instead, he’s painting a picture of our lives lived under the control of God’s Spirit.  
 

*   *   * 
  

The fruit of the Spirit is the result of living a Spirit-controlled life. So, the question 

is, how do we live a Spirit-controlled life?  I want to highlight three things. 
  

First, in order to live a Spirit-controlled life, we need to reframe our understanding 

of how to live as a Christian.   
 

You see, in all other areas of our lives, when we are fall short, the answer is 

always, “try harder”, “knuckle down”, “suck it up”.   

• We fail to meet our monthly sales quota, and the solution is work harder.   

• We get a B- on our biology test, and the solution is study harder.   

• We put on ten pounds, and the answer is diet harder.   
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We are wired to try to better ourselves through self-discipline, self-effort, self-

control. 
  

And this dynamic carries over into our Christian lives. When we realize we’re 

being a pretty mediocre disciple of Jesus, our first instinct is “try harder”.   
  

When I was younger, I was an outdoors guy. And my favorite outdoor activity was 

canoeing. 
  

Once, I was canoeing on Saranac Lake in upstate New York. It was a spectacularly 

beautiful summer day, and part of what made it beautiful was a crisp wind.  

Unfortunately, since we were canoeing westbound on Lake Saranac, it was a 

headwind – a hard headwind, the kind of headwind that creates little whitecaps on 

the lake.  And it’s hard canoeing into a headwind!  The slender shape of the canoe 

makes it very susceptible to being blown sideways.  You don’t get all that much 

“glide” for each stroke you take.  And you even need to “feather” your paddle – 

turn it sideways when you re-set, or it’s going to act as a sail blowing you 

backwards.   
  

It’s hard canoeing into a headwind. The only way to do it is stay with it, keep 

working, paddle hard, not give up, be relentless.  That’s one framework for how to 

live the Christian life. 
 

But Paul gives us a new framework. Because living as Christ’s disciple doesn’t 

happen by gritting our teeth and trying harder.  Instead, it happens when we live by 

the power of the Spirit – when each day, moment-by-moment, we open ourselves 

up to the reality of God, Who’s not some moral ideal out there, but Who is a close 

and strong presence at work in here – within us, around us, through us.  Paul wants 

us to “set our minds on the Spirit” – focus on allowing ourselves, in our thoughts 

and words and actions, to be controlled by the presence of God within us. 
  

Another canoeing experience I had was when, as a leader in my college’s Outdoor 

Club, I took a group of 20 economics graduate students on a day trip down the 

Delaware River.  For those of you unfamiliar with the “wilds of New Jersey”, we 

put in at the Delaware Water Gap in northwest Jersey.  It’s scenic, there are six or 

seven mid-level rapids – it’s a nice ride. 
  

Well, we put our canoes in the water at 8:00 on a sunny Saturday morning.  But it 

had been pouring rain all day the previous two days. So, when we got to the 

Delaware, is was one swollen river. The water was high, and it was moving fast.  

And it was a blast – we just pushed off and the current took us away.  Now, we still 

had to paddle the canoes – if you just float in the current, you have zero control – 

and we had to steer.  But it was a completely different experience from canoeing 

on Lake Saranac, fighting into a headwind – now we were going with the flow.  
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We were paddling our canoes forward, but all our effort was strengthened by the 

river’s current.  That’s Paul’s new framework for how to live the Christian life. 
 

*   *   * 
 

To live a Spirit-controlled life, we first need a new framework.  Second, prayer is 

essential in living a Spirit-controlled life.  Since the Christian life is a spiritual life 

– living under the direction and the power of the Spirit – we need to connect 

spiritually with God.  And that happens through prayer. 
  

You see, prayer isn’t primarily about asking God for help.  Rather, God has given 

us prayer so that we can connect with Him.  And as we develop a prayer life that is 

a moment-to-moment openness to God, it enables us to live a Spirit-controlled life 

– prayerfully listening as God directs us and nudges us and stops us and re-directs 

us.  Paul famously wrote in 1 Thessalonians “pray at all times” (5:17) and this is 

exactly the point: if we want to follow the lead of the Holy Spirit, then we need to 

have the phone off the hook, we need to keep the connection open. 
  

And finally, living a life controlled by the Spirit means taking Paul’s verbs 

seriously.  Because he uses different verbs than we’re used to.  When we think 

about living as a Christian, the verbs that come to mind are verbs like be obedient, 

be faithful, be disciplined, make an effort.  But these are Paul’s verbs: 

• live by the Spirit 

• be guided by the Spirit 

• set your mind on the Spirit 

• be in the Spirit 
 

Or as Eugene Peterson paraphrases it:  

• embrace what the Spirit is doing within you 

• trust God’s action within you 

• let the Spirit live and breathe inside of you 

• yield yourself to the Spirit. 
 

*   *   * 
  

I think the Twelve-Step movement puts it best.  When an alcoholic decides it’s 

time to sober up, he makes three fundamental affirmations right at the start: 

1.  I admit I am powerless over my addiction – that my life has become 

unmanageable. 

2.  I believe that only a Power greater than myself can restore me to sanity. 

3.  I have decided to turn my will and my life over to the care of God as I 

understand Him. 
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It’s the antithesis of “self-control”.  It’s committing yourself to the power of God 

who is able and willing to remake you from the inside out. 
  

Friends – an apple tree doesn’t produce apples by trying really hard.  A pear tree 

doesn’t produce pears through focused concentration.  Fruit happens by the power 

of life inside the tree. 
  

Self-control is a gift of the Spirit.  And we can live a disciplined life when we let 

God’s Spirit happen within us – setting our minds on Him, embracing His work 

within us, letting God live and breathe inside of us.  And that’s good news.   

AMEN 
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