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Years ago, there was a popular research study on self-control involving children and sweets. The
researcher placed a marshmallow in front of the child and told them they could eat it whenever
they wanted. But if they waited until the researcher returned then they could have two marsh-
mallows. The findings were remarkable. The children who were able to hold out the entire 15
minutes the researcher was away at the age of four outperformed those who couldn’t in all
possible fields of life when they were adults. They scored 210 points higher on the SAT, became
more educated, earned higher salaries, put on less weight, were more popular among their peers,
used less drugs and so forth." Given my sweet tooth, ’'m not sure I would’ve held out at four.
Some days, I'm not sure I'd hold out at forty-one!

Self-control is not easy. That’s the fruit of the spirit we’re going to look at today, and we’ll start
with a passage from second Peter. First some context. Peter was writing to a church having
problems with false prophets and teachers. There were people in that community who had heard
and experienced the good news of Jesus but had then gone back to living as if they hadn’t. They
had lost their moral compass. They had forgotten who they were. They were exploiting in
unhealthy ways God’s grace and forgiveness. Chapter 2 of this letter describes them this way:

2:14 They have eyes full of adultery, insatiable for sin. They entice unsteady souls. They
have hearts trained in greed. Accursed children! 15 They have left the straight road and
have gone astray

These are people who once knew Jesus but had chosen a different way. These are people who
were in desperate need of some self-control. I heard a great definition of self-control this week —
it’s the ability to do what we value instead of what our impulses drive us to do. The people
Peter was writing to had given themselves over to their impulses, and so he gives them this
encouragement — a reminder of who they are. Second Peter chapter 1:

2 Peter 1:1 Simeon Peter, a servant and apostle of Jesus Christ, To those who have received
a faith as precious as ours through the righteousness of our God and Savior Jesus Christ: 2
May grace and peace be yours in abundance in the knowledge of God and of Jesus our

Lord. 3 His divine power has given us everything needed for life and godliness, through the
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knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. 4 Thus he has given us,
through these things, his precious and very great promises, so that through them you may
escape from the corruption that is in the world because of lust, and may become
participants of the divine nature. 5 For this very reason, you must make every effort to
support your faith with goodness, and goodness with knowledge, 6 and knowledge with self-
control, and self-control with endurance, and endurance with godliness, 7 and godliness
with mutual affection, and mutual affection with love. 8 For if these things are yours and
are increasing among you, they keep you from being ineffective and unfruitful in the
knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. 9 For anyone who lacks these things is nearsighted and
blind, and is forgetful of the cleansing of past sins. 10 Therefore, brothers and sisters, be all
the more eager to confirm your call and election, for if you do this, you will never

stumble. 11 For in this way, entry into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ will be richly provided for you.

This is the word of God for the people of God. Thanks be to God.

We're nearing the end of our preaching series “Set Free” Just one more week after today — David
will wrap us up next week talking about faithfulness as we celebrate All Saints Sunday,
remembering the lives of those who’ve gone before us in the faith. This series “Set Free” is based
on the passage from Galatians 5 where Paul talks about fruits of the Spirit. Fruits of the Spirit are
gifts from God, given to all God’s people, for the mutual benefit of all people and the
advancement of God’s kingdom. They’re kingdom marks, given by God to set us free to discover
life in Christ. As a kid, I remember singing the song, “And they’ll know we are Christians by our
love, by our love...” The fruits of the Spirit are additional ways people will know we are
Christians. Our lives are marked by love, joy, peace, patience, kindness and gentleness,
faithfulness, and self-control.

The concept of self-control is expressed throughout scripture. It’s the tipping point for the first
sin recorded in the bible: Adam and Eve can’t control their desire to be more like God, so they eat
the fruit. Cain kills Abel because he’s unable to control his anger against his brother. Every one of
the 10 commandments has something to do with self- control. Don’t worship anything but God
— that’s about controlling our desire to value other things above God. Don’t take God’s name in
vain and don’t lie - these are about controlling our words. Honor your parents — even when they
do things that drive us crazy, we are to control our emotions and honor them anyway. Don’t
murder, commit adultery, or steal — don’t let our passions get the best of us in the worst way.
Don’t covet — we're to have control even over the way we think, “taking every thought captive” as
scripture says elsewhere.



Proverbs is full of sayings about controlling our words. Death and life are in the power of the
tongue (Prov 18:21). Proverbs 29:20 says, “Do you see someone who is hasty in speech? There is
more hope for a fool than for anyone like that.” Several examples of control with Jesus come to
mind. When he was tempted by the devil. Or later when he’s on the cross being tormented by his
accusers and says “Father, forgive them” instead of calling down legions of angels to set himself
free — that’s ultimate self-control. We’re not going to talk too much about Jesus’ self-control
because it seems like an unfair and unrealistic comparison. He was God and we’re not.

Although there are many references to the concept of self-control, there are only two places in
the NT where that phrase appears: one in Galatians 5, the fruits of the spirit passage. And the
other is today’s text from 2 Peter.

Self-control shows up in the middle of a list of virtues that all human beings should strive for:
faith, goodness, knowledge, self-control, endurance, godliness, mutual affection, and love. These
kinds of virtue lists were common in philosophical writings in Peter’s day. What makes this list
distinctly Christian is that it starts with faith and ends with love. In the middle are other things to
strive for but the beginning and the end are most important. Start with faith - that’s foundation
for the others to grow from, and they all lead toward the ultimate virtue - love.

This passage from 2 Peter begins by saying God has given us everything we need for life and
godliness. Yet self-control remains one of the most elusive virtues. Remember the definition we
heard earlier — self-control is the ability to do what we value instead of what our impulses
drive us to do. Research has shown that most people, when asked about their greatest weakness,
name lack of self-control more than any other. We all struggle with self-control. But Peter
reminds us we have everything we need to experience it fully.

Here’s the difficulty with self-control — we think that it reliessolely on our own efforts to make it
happen. It’s called “self” control after all, so it must be up to us as individuals to will ourselves
under control. We're fed the narrative that we're all “self-made” people, right? The problem is
that we all eventually fail ourselves. All of us. We all fail eventually. Even the Apostle Paul
acknowledges his struggles with sin in Romans 7 where he says this:

7:15 I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do
what I want, but I do the very thing I hate. I can will what is
right, but I cannot do it...19 For I do not do the good I

want, but the evil I do not want is what I do. 20 Now if I do
what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin that
dwells within me. 21 So I find it to be a law that when I want
to do what is good, evil lies close at hand.



We all struggle with sin. It’s beyond our ability to will ourselves into not sinning. No matter how
much we want to leave that marshmallow there, sometimes — because we’re human — we just
grab it and devour it. We post that biting comment on social media. We say that brutal thing in
the heat of an argument. We betray our marriage vows by our thoughts or actions. We let our
anger or bitterness or pride get the best of us and we hurt others or ourselves. When we put our
confidence and trust solely in our own ability to control ourselves, we will always fail. At some
point, we all give in to our impulses instead of doing the things we value. Just this week, in the
midst of preparing this sermon on self-control, I had to explain to my daughter why I needed
wood glue to repair a broken drawer I'd slammed too hard in anger. “Don’t worry about that,
sweetheart. Daddy’s just working on his self-control over here.” Obviously, I've got more work to
do! We all sin and fall short of the glory of God.

Here’s what differentiates this message from a self-help seminar. As Christians, we have language
to talk about a lack of self-control and the power to overcome it. We can name it as sin,
acknowledge it, confess it, and seek forgiveness and healing from God and from each other, the
church. Society is often reluctant to talk about sin even though we see its effects all around us. It
seems like we’re even hesitant to call out bad behavior when we see it. “Don’t judge me.” We hear
it all the time. And as Christians we’re not supposed to judge others lest we be judged. But we can
and should judge ourselves. We should be willing to look honestly at ourselves and regularly
reflect on how we’re representing Christ in the world. If fruits of the spirit, like self-control, are
the marks of discipleship, is there any evidence of a harvest in our lives?

As Christians, not only do we have language to name and own up to our lack of self-control. We
also have a mechanism for overcoming sin and re-gaining control over it. Peter names it several
times in his letter - knowledge of God’s power in us. You see we can’t will ourselves to self-
control. No matter what the self-help industry says. Self-control is a fruit of the spirit, an external
manifestation of the internal reality of Christ alive in us.

When Paul talks about fruits of the spirit in Galatians 5, he contrasts them with works of the law.
Works of the law are the way of the old covenant — that we can somehow earn our salvation by
following the law perfectly. Well, no one can do that. It doesn’t mean God’s laws are bad.
Following them leads to life. But none of us could follow all of them perfectly. Only Jesus did
that. Jesus fulfilled the law so we weren’t bound by it. He established a new covenant whereby he
overcame sin and he now dwells in us so that we might experience the fruits of the spirit. As
Peter says, through God’s great and precious promises we may escape from the corruption that is
in the world and may become participants of the divine nature (2 Pet 1:4). This is the nature that
allows the fruit of the spirit to be present in us. Not because we did anything to earn it but
because Christ earned it for us through his death and resurrection. Self-control is in us only
because Christ is in us.



The fruits of the spirit are gifts from God for us, God’s people. They're meant to be shared. In
fact, they can’t fully be experienced outside of relationship. We need community, we need each
other, in order to experience the fruits fully. But we also have a responsibility to help others
experience them as well. In his book “The Road to Character” David Brooks puts it this way:

“Sin is communal, while error is individual. You make a mistake, but we are all plagued by sins
like selfishness and thoughtlessness. Sin is baked into our nature and is handed down through
the generations. We are all sinners together. To be aware of sin is to feel intense sympathy toward
others who sin. It is to be reminded that as the plight of sin is communal, so the solutions are
communal. We fight sin together, as communities and families, fighting our own individual sins
by helping others fight theirs.” (p 54)

Friends we need community to fully experience the fruits of the spirit. Our love, joy, patience,
self-control, etc are most fully realized in the context of relationship. So we need the community.
But the community also needs us in order to fully realize and experience those fruits as well.
There’s a cycle of interdependence. And in that interdependence, as Peter says, we have all we
need for life and godliness.

Hearing this word from the Lord today you might be thinking of several areas where you’d like to
experience more self-control. I urge you to pick just one this week. Here’s why - this is way
harder than it sounds! For the last several weeks as I've been thinking about and preparing for
this sermon, I got really excited to experience the fruit of self-control in my life. So I started
listing all the ways I was going to force myself to exhibit more self-control. I was going to exercise
more, eat healthier, control my temper better, etc. You know, basically like a list of New Year’s
resolutions. And when I kept all of them, I'd have so much to share in my sermon about how to
experience the fruit of self-control! Only problem is, I wasn’t able to do it all. Because that’s not
how the fruits of the spirit work. I was thinking of it as something I could do on my own rather
than a gift I could experience by God’s grace and in God’s community.

But there was one area where I noticed a difference. Over the past year especially I've noticed I've
become almost addicted to news. I'm frequently checking my phone, social media, and tv shows
to be informed about what’s going on in the world. Unfortunately, I've found myself increasingly
angry, frustrated, and weighed down by the state of the world. I realized it was putting me in a
place where I was more likely to respond to my impulses rather than live into the things I value.
It was affecting my ability to experience self-control. So two weeks ago I stopped. Stopped
checking facebook or my usual news apps, turned the radio from the news station to the classical
music station, stopped watching clips from late night comedians. And a funny thing happened. I
noticed that 'm generally less on edge. I'm more patient. I'm less likely to respond out of
impulse. It’s created more space in me to experience the fruits of the spirit.



The only way I was able to make this change and stay true to it was by being accountable to other
Christians. I've mentioned before that I have a group of guy friends from seminary who are
accountable to one another. We're in constant communication about how things are with our
souls, and how we’re living out our discipleship. They were keys to my experiencing more of the
fruit of the spirit and less of my impulsive reactions to life.

So I encourage you this week - if you're not experiencing abundant life because you’re living
without self-control, find another Christian to be accountable to. Pick one area of your life in
which you’d like to experience more self-control. Just one. Share that with someone. Peter
encourages us that we have everything we need for life and godliness, through our knowledge of
Christ and through his church. Find someone who can regularly remind you of that. Someone
who can remind you who you are - a beloved child of God. We have countless brothers and
sisters in this journey with us. The family of God. We bear each other’s burdens, comfort each
other with the comfort we have received from God. We challenge and confess and forgive and
encourage one another in love. We need the church to experience the fruits of the spirit most
fully. And the church needs us so that the church can experience them most fully, too.

Remember today that you belong to Christ. Christ is in you. God has given you all you need for
life and godliness. You can have self-control, but not by your own power. By God’s Spirit
dwelling in you. When you realize and live into that knowledge, only then will you have the
ability to do what you value instead of what your impulses drive you to do. Only then will you be
able to exercise self-control, to wait patiently on God’s good gifts, to leave the marshmallow on
the plate for a while, whatever the marshmallow in your life is. I'll close with the words Peter
opens his letter with: 2 May grace and peace be yours in abundance in the knowledge of God and
of Jesus our Lord. Amen.



