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LIVING BEYOND YOURSELF – WEEK #10 

The Fruit of the Spirit is Self-Control (Part 1) 

Galatians 5:19-26 

 

PATTI 

 

We’re studying what the Apostle Paul calls the fruit of  

the Holy Spirit – 9 qualities that should be growing in  

the lives of those who believe in Jesus.  

 

Self-control is the 9th and last quality on the list we just 

read in Galatians 5, which is why we’re going to  

spend 3 weeks on it. Because it’s last on a lot of our  

lists behind love, joy, peace, and so forth.  

 

But in a sense, it can’t be the last, because as we’ve been  

saying, the fruit of the Spirit is a singular word, It’s not  

“fruits,” as though they’re all separate and have nothing  

to do with each other. No, there’s really only ONE fruit,  

which is the holiness that comes to us from God’s own  

nature when the Spirit comes into our lives at baptism.  

And this fruit begins to grow as we trust and cooperate 

with Him. 

 

The Spirit of God is a loving Spirit, yes. He is a joyful Spirit, 

a peaceful Spirit. But the Bible doesn’t call Him “Peaceful Spirit” 

God calls Him “Holy Spirit”, because that best describes 

what it means to be a Christian.  

 

Holiness is a like a diamond with many facets that include 

these 9 qualities we’ve been studying. They’re all different  

aspects of holiness.  

These aspects of the Spirit’s fruit all work together, even though  

one of them may be leading in your life and one of them may  

be lagging. They’re all connected.  
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And the truth is, you can have a kind of self-control that is nothing  

more than willpower and it has nothing to do with love or joy or peace.  

Each of us can probably think of some emotion you have trouble controlling.  

The tongue you have trouble controlling. A habit you have trouble controlling. 

 A relationship you’re having trouble controlling.  

 

And if you can’t think of anything that’s out of control,  

then it’s pretty likely that your pride is out of control.  

 

JEFF 

 

The old King James translates the Greek word for self-control as 

“temperance”. We’ve all but lost that word, but we use the  

shorter form when we talk about losing your temper.  

And of course, you can be angry without losing your temper,  

But losing your temper means you’ve lost control. 

Let’s learn a little New Testament Greek, which will  

help us here. The Greek word that we interpret as  

temperance or self control is egkrateia. It comes from the  

Greek stem krat, which is the word for power, for strength,  

for dominion, for lordship.  

 

And when you put that Greek word “krat” together with the word  

ego, which means the self, you get a word that means power or 

lordship over yourself.  Mastery over yourself. The opposite would 

be to have no inner strength, no discipline. 

A lot of people who think they understand self-control will  

just say, “Buck up!” When we were kids somebody taught  

us that “Sticks and stones may break my bones but words  

will never hurt me.” That’s a way of saying,  

“You can’t hurt me, because I am in control of my emotions.  

I am in control of my temper. I am in control of myself.”  

 

The Greeks believed in self control for its own sake. But that  

doesn’t work. Because self-control can only flow from our  
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relationship with God and the power that comes to us  

through Him.  

The further a society gets from faith foundations,  

the more the next generations lose their passion for God, 

and now what they are left with is an adjusted set of morals 

without a heart for the Lord. They have the external morals  

without the internal monitor.  

Let’s move on from Greek class to a little history… 

In the New Testament, the two kinds of people Paul had to  

deal with were the Stoics and the Epicureans. 

A Stoic is someone who says, I control myself because it’s  

good for me. I control myself because it’s good for society.  

It’s just good to have discipline because it’s good to  

have discipline.”  

 

PATTI 

 

Epicureans, on the other hand said, “Because there is no truth,  

there are no limits, so get out there and have as good a time  

as you can as often as you can..” 

 

Very often today we see deeply religious people who  

have Stoic kids. And Stoic people who have Epicurean kids, 

who dying for lack of direction and meaning. 

 

But also what’s happening today is that the children  

of the Epicureans are searching for God because  

they’ve realized, “If I don’t have God, I don’t have me.”  

You can’t really have a society without God.  

Or morals without God.  

Or a purpose without God. 

You can’t even have a self without God, because you  

have to know your Creator to know and understand yourself.. 

So biblical self-control is vastly different than pagan self-control.  
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In that list of the works of the flesh (from our reading) we  

see bodily things like sexual immorality and drunkenness, 

which are habits, but also fits of rage, which is an emotional  

thing. Self-control has to do with mastering your emotions  

and habits before they master you and begin to destroy  

your life. 

 

 In 1 Corinthians 9:25, Paul likens the believer to an athlete  

who is disciplined. Why? To win the prize. 

In order to have self-control you have to believe that  

Jesus and life with him is a better and more worthy  

“prize” than overindulging in the things he’s created. 

Galatians 5 says, “Those who belong to Jesus Christ have  

crucified their passions.” That means they’ve nailed them  

to the cross. Why nail them to the cross? 

For Jesus’ sake! Because you belong to Him. 

The point is that real self-control is only possible when you  

want something more than yourself. You want something  

more than your own happiness or ego.  

 

JEFF 

 

In Luke 11:24–26, Jesus talks about an interesting phenomenon.  

He says it’s possible for a person to have a demon cast out of him  

and then to come back with seven brothers to find the house  

cleaned and swept and ready for a party.  

 

In come the seven demons along with the brothers,  

and the man is worse off than before. It’s a parable.  

And what it means is that it’s possible to use willpower 

as a way to gain control of habits and emotions, but in  

the end, you’re only buying a little time  

while digging yourself in deeper and deeper. 

 

This is why the first and second steps of AA involve  

admitting that one is powerless over alcohol and  
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then turning your life over to a higher power.  

For Christians that higher power is Jesus.  

And Jesus, not simply as a means to an end, but  

Jesus as the one who, according to Colossians 1:17 

is “before all things and in [whom] all things hold  

together” (Colossians 1:17) 

People who have addictions or disorders suffer greatly. 

Counselors might look at them and say, “The problem  

is these people hate themselves. They’re self-loathing.” 

Okay, that’s right. “So what we have to do is build up  

their self-esteem. We have to make them feel good  

about themselves. We have to show them that they’re great.”  

 

What many secular counselors do, then, is appeal to pride.  

They try to cast out destructive, selfish habits by appealing  

to bigger selfish emotions.  

Do you think that really helps in the long run? It’s possible  

to get your habits under control and get your tongue  

under control by getting your pride out of control.  

 

At least for a while. But real, lasting discipline doesn’t happen  

when you say, “I’m doing this for myself and nobody else.”  

Think of it this way… the greatest deeds of courage are  

deeds of self-control. Heroes are people who forget  

themselves. Courage is the ability to say, “I don’t care  

about my fears, I’m going to run into that burning  

building and save those people.” 

 

PATTI 

 

Right. Heroism is often a tremendous deed of discipline; 

Not of pride or of ego or of selfishness. Instead,  

Heroes have  great discipline and self-control because  

they forget about themselves; because they want  

something beyond self. 
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Never before have we had a society with so many  

problems that stem from self-control. Because a  

secular society will turn inward to find self-discipline 

rather than turning to God.  

 

Whereas our culture seeks freedom FROM 

God and his law. But Christians understand  

freedom in an entirely different way –  

not as freedom from the demands of God’s  

law, but rather freedom for obedience.  

Because God has given his law for our good, 

to keep us from destroying ourselves and others. 

 

Let’s take some time to apply all this by looking  

at 3 Scripture passages… 

  

First, Proverbs 25:28 says,  

“Like a city without walls is a man without self-control.”  

In Nehemiah 1:3, when Nehemiah heard Jerusalem  

had no wall, he wept. Why? Because he knew a city  

without a wall wasn’t really a city or it wouldn’t for long,  

because animals could come in and marauders could  

come in and robbers could come in and eventually  

armies could come in. We all need a wall around us.  

 

Our hearts are like a seedbed. You know how an acorn  

has not just one tree in there but an entire forest?  

One acorn could eventually cover the entire world  

with trees. With nothing but what was in that tiny acorn  

to start with. In the same way, in every one of our hearts  

there are these little seeds… 

JEFF 

 

Seeds of resentment, which (if watered) can become murder.  

Seeds of rationalizing, which can become lying.  
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Envy, which becomes robbery. Lust, which becomes adultery.  

What you need is a wall around you to keep out the enemy  

who will water and nurture those seeds until they are full blown.  

 

For those of us who tend to be resentful, there are aggravating  

people out there. For those of us who tend to be lustful, there  

are beautiful people out there. We need a wall around us to  

protect those seedbeds. That’s what self-control is,  

and that’s why it’s so important. 

Secondly, in Ephesians 2:1–3, a passage we studied 

together last Summer, it talks about “the cravings of the flesh.”  

Martin Luther said that one of the things we’re up against  

when it comes to the sinful nature is that our hearts are  

an idol factory.  

 

The sinful nature is the part of you that doesn’t want to  

obey and worship God, so it tries to get you to worship  

anything else. 

 

The flesh is that which takes good things and turns them  

into idols and says, “You must achieve this, or you’re nothing.”  

“You must have this in order to be fulfilled or happy.” 

 

Did you know your flesh actually “commands” you to do things? 

That’s what a craving is. It commands us. It doesn’t just say,  

“It would be nice to make a few more bucks and climb up  

the corporate ladder.” It says, “You are nothing if you don’t. 

 

A craving doesn’t just say, “I suggest you lust after that person.”  

It says, “You have to have him or her.” As a result, many Christians   

underestimate the compulsive strength of sin until they are  

find themselves regretting its consequences. 

Next week we’ll talk about temptation, but for now let’s  

define self-control as the ability to choose the important  

thing over the urgent thing. The important thing is love 

for God and neighbor. The urgent thing is to please yourself. 
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PATTI 

 

Here is the irony, though: only as the desire to give others joy  

precedes the urge to give yourself joy will self-control and joy 

grow together in your spirit. 

 

That’s what the Bible continually says. You have to lose  

yourself to find yourself. You have to seek the joy of others  

to find joy yourself.  

 

When we put love first and ourselves second 

we find ourselves.  

Colossians 3:4 says, “When Christ, who is your life, appears,  

then you also will appear with him in glory.” When Christ  

appears, you appear.  

 

There are two parts to self-control.  

First, you clearly envision the important thing. 

And secondly, you ditch the competing urges.  

 

For example, you know there are children starving out  

there in the Third World, but you watch a TV commercial,  

that shows emaciated kids with flies buzzing  

around, coughing and hacking their lungs out.  

 

What has happened at that point is you see what you  

knew all along, but it suddenly becomes vivid to you.  

And it controls you, so you ditch the urge to be stingy  

and make a donation.  

Similarly, self-control comes when the beauty and 

glory of God is that real to you. Sin is essentially an infection 

of the imagination that can only be overcome by the Word 

of God. It is in reading, studying, and meditating on the Word, 

when the Holy Spirit makes Jesus and his Kingdom vividly real 

to you, then you’ll find yourself developing self-control.  
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It’s is not something you can successfully pursue for  

its own sake. It’s a by-product of our desire please the Lord  

and give Him joy. It’s a by-product of Loving God and neighbor.  

 

JEFF 

 

In Acts 23, there’s a place where Paul gets slapped  

when he’s on trial. And he turns around and to the person  

who ordered him slapped he says, “Maybe God will slap you,  

you whitewashed wall.” Do you know this passage? 

Somebody turned to him and said,  “Do You know who that is?  

That’s the high priest.” Of  course Paul knew it was the high priest. 

 

But suddenly he stops and quotes Exodus 22:28.  

“It is written, you shall not revile a ruler over your people.”  

I don’t know about you, but I don’t have  

Exodus 22:28 on the tip of my tongue.  

 

The reason Paul snapped out of his anger, though, was that  

suddenly, as if on video, came this verse. He knew the Scripture that well.  

He knew God’s truth that well, that it suddenly gave Paul self- 

control and nipped his anger in the bud.  

 

Some of us are learning how to envision and see the beauty  

of God, but it’s hard in the trenches at the moment of temptation  

to put that on the screen of your mind.  

It takes time, but that is the second part of self-control. 

 

Here’s how you get self-control in the end: Look at Jesus.  

Look at what He did for you. He set his face toward  

Jerusalem so he could die on the cross for us.  

When Peter came to him and said, “No, not the cross,”  

he said, “Get thee behind me, Satan,” to his best friend.  

 

“I will have nothing divert me from my goal.” That’s self-control!  

He did that for you. If you let him be your Master, he will make  
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you master of your city. You won’t be a city without walls anymore.  

 

 

PATTI 

 

What is the Lord asking of you? He’s asking that when you’re in  

the checkout line and the cashier is being a jerk and  

you need to leave because you’re already 15  

minutes late, He’s that you treat that person  

graciously. 

 

That’s all. That’s not a nail in the hand. That’s not a crown of thorns.  

Jesus has been patient with you. Surely you can  

reign in your temper for his sake, with the Holy  

Spirit’s help. You’re a witness to His mercy, after all. 

 

The truth is that every time you have to wait, it’s God who makes 

you wait. It’s not your boss. It’s not your spouse or your parent.  

It’s not that flaky cashier. In the end, it’s God working in you  

that which is pleasing to him. The fruit of self-control. 

 

Prayer: 

Father, thank you that you are far more worthy than all the  

created things that our flesh craves and that we are  

tempted to pursue. Remind us, over and over again,  

as you did Paul, that obedience to your word is better  

than following our passions. By your Spirit, give us victory  

this week over anything that would master us and steal our  

joy. In Jesus’ name. Amen. 

 


