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This morning we’re finishing our series on the Fruit of the Spirit by talking about self-control.  No doubt this may 
be the least popular of the Fruit of the Spirit topics - everyone’s happy to talk about love, joy and peace but ‘self-
control’?  The danger of course, is that I stand here at the lectern, and tell all of you to work harder at being self-
controlled.  And you sit there, and feel guilty, and we all go home discouraged.  So I wrestled with this theme and 
after a long chat with a theologian friend of mine, Andrew Moody, he asked me the question “what is self?”  And 
that question really does point us in the right direction as we explore this important characteristic of the Fruit 
of the Spirit. !
Galatians 5:22 says that an aspect of the fruit of the spirit is self-control.  What “self” is it that we are trying to 
control? And also, what does it mean to control ourselves? !
This is the last in Paul’s list of the characteristics of the Fruit of the Spirit, and it stands out.  It settles that 
question about what role we play in the growing of the fruit.  Don’t we just sit there and let God do the growing 
of the fruit?  No we participate like gardeners.  We till the soil, we prune, we water the garden.  This is the role of 
self-control.  And in a mysterious way we partner with God, and he grows the fruit in us.  (For further reading on 
the partnership between us and God in growing the fruit see: Tom Wright, ‘Virtue Reborn.’)    !
Self-control is the hardest fruit to manufacture.  Any young bubbly person can fake joy or love.  But it’s very 
hard to fake self-control.  And for this reason, the presence of self-control in a person’s life, is often one of the 
best tests for God really working in them. !
In modern Melbourne people praise self-control if it’s to do with diet, or fitness or even the commitment 
required to achieve in work or study.  We believe in self-control when it comes to politeness or road rage. But 
when self-control means holding back when it comes to sex and relationships, or achieving your dreams and 
passions, we’re not so sure.    !
The Greco-Roman culture from which Paul wrote Galatians, they valued self-control - it came out of the Stoic 
philosophy from Athens - which distrusted the emotions, and taught that you should learn not to react hastily 
but to be careful and logical in your behaviour.  Is this what Paul was talking about?    At other times in history 
self-control has been highly valued in some societies.  For example, as the notion of civility developed in the 
sixteenth century amongst the noblemen of Europe, the idea of polished manners and self-conscious dignity 
became part of culture - people pranced about as if they were in a formal dance, never making a mis-step.  Is this 
the self-control or self-restraint that Paul is talking about?   !
This is an important discussion for us to have.  It affects our character, our morality, our life decisions, our 
relationships, our work, and our health.  !
I have to say that I come to this sermon humbly, in the sense that I know my own shortcomings with self-control.  
I know this to be fruit that has grown in my life, but slowly, and only after times of real struggle and mistakes.  
And I know that God still has a lot more work to do in me.     !
There are plenty of self-help books out there that can tell you about how many times you need to repeat 
something before it becomes a habit. And we could talk about that - how to develop better eating habits, how to 
maintain an exercise regime, how to give up your addictions to alcohol and porn.  But deeper than those 
questions for us this morning, is the question - who am I, and what “self” am I trying to control?  What “self” am I 
trying to become?  !
When I was a full time classical musician, I needed self-control.  I saw myself as a good musician, and I was in the 
process of becoming a great musician. I needed the self-control to practice four or five hours a day.  I needed the 
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self-control to prioritise my music over socialising or sleeping in or going to the movies. I had a clear picture of 
the person I wanted to be.  And as a musician, I was applauded (literally) for being self-controlled.  When I went 
on the platform and played well, the audience would clap and say, well done for all your hard work, we were 
inspired.  !
When I was doing my PhD in history, I saw myself as a very low level historian and academic but I wanted to 
become a high level historian and academic.  I needed self-control to do my work - to research, to write 
chapters, to submit drafts to my supervisor.  I had to map out my month, and work out how I was going to write 
10,000 good words while also working.  This required huge self-control, and when every time I did do 
something fun or relaxing, I would always feel guilt that I wasn’t working on my thesis.  The “self” that I wanted 
to become was an academic historian.  When I graduated, I went to a big ceremony at Melbourne Uni, I put on a 
floppy hat, and everyone again clapped for all my discipline and for passing. I had become the “self” that I had 
hopped to become.   !
We all have projects of self-actualisation.  We are all in a process of becoming someone new.  What “self” are 
you trying to become?  What self-control are you exercising to become a new self? !
To you this question might sound obscure.  But to the Bible, this question is central. !
In fact the opening story of the Bible - the creation story, is all about self, and it reveals something profound 
about us.  !!
Adam and Eve’s Self-Control !
In the garden of Eden, we see Adam and Eve - God’s good and perfect creation of humanity, made in God’s 
image.  They had freedom to live and reign over the world.  God said that part of the deal in Eden was that they 
may eat of any tree from the Garden apart from the one tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  They had to 
exercise a small amount of self-control by not eating from this tree.  It should be fairly doable considering all the 
other wonderful trees they could eat from. !
And the serpent had a discussion with Eve.  This is a conversation, that Bonhoeffer calls “the first conversation 
about God.”  And it begins with a lie.  !
“Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?” says the serpent.  What an exaggeration 
and distortion of what God actually said.  And notice how the serpent completely overlooks God’s generosity of 
offering all the other wonderful trees to eat from.   !
Eve responded, “but God said we will surely die!” !
The serpent says,  “For God knows that when you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, 
knowing good and evil.”  !
The serpent attempts to get Eve to have the impression that God is spiteful, mean, obsessively jealous, and self-
protective.  The serpent wants Eve to change her view on God from being the great provider to being the cruel 
oppressor.  He is enticing Eve with the prospect of becoming like God.  He is saying that disobedience will bring 
positive blessings.  !
And we know that Adam and Eve could not be self-controlled. !
They developed a hunger, not so much for the fruit, but for the elevation toward heaven that they would 
experience if they ate the fruit.  Their human existence would go beyond the limits set for it by God at creation.  
Eating the fruit meant becoming God.   !
All they had to do was shift from doing God’s will, over to doing their will. !
So, !
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 6 When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for  food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable 
 for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her  husband, who was with her, and he ate 
 it. !
The inbuilt desire to want to become God 
The story of Eden introduces one of the big themes in the Bible which is that human beings want to be God.   
This desire to be God is a distortion of good desire planted in us by God when he made us in his image - the good 
ambition not to be God, but to be close to God, to be in God, to be Godly. !
We turned the pursuit of God into the pursuit to be God.   !
Instead of the right humble characteristic of self-control, we have the wrong prideful characteristic of trying to 
be in control. !
The right to be yourself 
Part of being in control (as opposed to exercising self-control) is the fact that we believe we have the right to be 
who we are.  And we don’t like it when people, or the Bible, or whoever, tells us to change and not be “ourselves.”  
We have been born with certain traits, therefore we have a right to live our lives in such a way that we can fully 
realise who we are.  But this is just being in control, and not about self-control.  Self-control, as we’ve learned 
from Genesis 2&3 is about obedience to God, regardless of our lofty thoughts about the person we would like 
to become.  !
In Adam and Eve we saw a lack of self-control. And it had disastrous consequences. !
Now let’s look at Jesus and see true self-control. !
Jesus’ Self-Control !
Soon after Jesus was baptised, he was taken into the desert to be tempted.  This is an intentional echo of the 
Eden story - and it’s an echo of Israel being tested in the desert for forty years.  Adam and Israel, both sons of 
God, were unable to exercise self-control when being tempted.  The new Adam, however, the true Son, Jesus, 
was presented with similar temptations and lies from Satan.  Only Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, would 
demonstrate perfect self-control and obedience to God.  !
Satan tried to take the true power and authority that belonged Jesus as the Son of God, and distort this by 
trying to tempt Jesus into disobeying his Father in Heaven, and elevating himself above the Father through acts 
of evil and selfishness.  Listen to Luke 4:5, !

5 The devil led him up to a high place and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of the world. 6 And he 
 said to him, “I will give you all their authority and splendor; it has been given to me, and I can  
 give it to anyone I want to. 7 If you worship me, it will all be yours.” 8 Jesus answered, “It is written: 
 ‘Worship the Lord your God and serve him only.’”  !
Like the serpent did with Eve, Satan tried to reverse the situation with God so that instead of God granting an 
everlasting kingdom to Jesus to rule over, Satan would become the new benefactor.  But Jesus saw through his 
pathetic offer and reminded him of what the scripture says to only worship God. !
It might sound obvious to point this out but it’s worth saying that what Jesus does to help himself in the 
temptation, is to quote scripture.  And this is a good spiritual weapon for us to try. When we find ourselves 
tempted by lies, by lust, by whatever, to pray the Bible is a good first step.  If you can’t remember scriptures, just 
remember the Galatians five passage we have been looking at.  If you are finding yourself angry and losing grip, 
say out loud “the fruit of the spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, gentleness and self-control.”   !
You need to know that there is a way out.  Temptation is normal.  Paul writes, 1 Cor 10:13 “No temptation has 
overtaken you that is not common to man. God is faithful, and he will not let you be tempted beyond your 
ability, but with the temptation he will also provide the way of escape, that you may be able to endure it.” !
You need to know that whatever struggle you might have, there are others at church and in your life, that have 
struggled the same way.  And you need to know there are options for you.  There’s a way out from your 
temptations apart from giving in to it. 
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!
Jesus found a way out.  He remembered the scriptures.  And the truth that he spoke, took all the wind out of the 
sails of Satan’s lies.   !
And Jesus remained self-controlled through all the stress and anxiety of the garden of Gethsemane, and all the 
way to death on the Cross.  He had to remain self-controlled to fulfil his mission.    !
The controversial Martin Scorsese film, which I really like, The Last Temptation of Christ asks this question, “what 
if Jesus gave into temptation and got off the cross?”  What then?  And of course the film correctly answers that 
question, he would have failed as the Messiah, he would not have brought salvation.  It would have meant hell 
on earth.   !
But Jesus was God’s perfect Son, and he remained perfectly self-controlled. !
When Paul is talking about self-control he is talking about what we see perfectly demonstrated in Jesus.  !
Self-Control to be Like Christ 
And to return to the Bible’s discussion about our view of “self” and our desire to make ourselves into God.  
What the Fruit of the Spirit is about is about growing to make ourselves like Christ.  Our desire to be God is met 
by God working in us to become like Christ. !
And our role is to have courage - to struggle through trial and error.  We need to set healthy boundaries, 
through remembering the scriptures, through prayer, through mutual support of the community, through the 
development of good habits, through getting back on the horse if you fall off it… This is what we do to join with 
God, by trying to be self-controlled, as he mysteriously grows self-control in us. !
The Apostle Peter writes in 2 Peter 1:5, “For this very reason, make every effort to supplement your faith with 
virtue, and virtue with knowledge, and knowledge with self-control, and self-control with steadfastness, and 
steadfastness with godliness, and godliness with brotherly affection, and brotherly affection with love.”  Do 
whatever you have to.   !
But always have in your heart and mind a clear picture of the self you are trying to become - which is Jesus 
Christ. !
God will do amazing things to change you. !
Real Transformation  
I have a friend, who I’ll call Mat, (to disguise his identity) who used to come to St Hilary’s for many years.  In his 
twenties, he was violent, he used to come to church and yell at the young adult women, I remember one time he 
punched the glass wall and cracked it, he used to steal stuff, he used to manipulate.  He had a lot of troubles.  
Not only this, Mat had had a rough life, he had been abused by his family, and had a brain injury.  So he had a lot 
of serious struggles.  But Mat also really longed to be a faithful disciple of Jesus.  You could tell that he wanted it 
so badly but then would often mess up and feel ashamed.  He would pray, and want to talk about the Bible, and 
he would come to church and to our camps, and he made every effort to supplement his faith with virtue.  And I 
can remember that by his mid-thirties, we started noticing a lot more peace in his life.  We noticed he never 
‘flew off the handle’ anymore.  We noticed he had stopped stealing stuff.  God did work powerfully in his life. 
God did answer Mat’s prayers.  
  
It doesn’t matter what secret sin you struggle with.  It doesn’t matter what weakness you have, it doesn’t seem 
to matter even if you have a brain injury, if you want to become Christlike, if you try and be self-controlled, if 
you ask God to work in you, then God will take your feeble broken will and your imperfect body with all of its 
lusts and issues, and he will transform you day by day - to be more like Christ. !
You will find self-control and all of the characteristics of the fruit of the Spirit - love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, gentleness and self-control it will grow in you. !
Conclusion - …for Christ’s return !
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In the short book of Titus, which talks a lot about good Christlike character as a requirement for leaders, Titus 
says that we should do everything in our power to aim for our “self” to become Christlike in anticipation for 
Christ’s return.  He writes in Titus 2, !
 For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, training us to renounce   
 ungodliness and worldly  passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age, 
 waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Saviour Jesus Christ, who 
 gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify  for himself a people for his own  
 possession who are zealous for good works.    !
Let Merri Creek be hungry, be zealous for good works.  May we be zealous to bear good lush fruit.  May we grow 
all the kinds of fruit - the fruit of conversions, the fruit of acts of justice, but first of all may we bear the fruit of 
Godly character - the Fruit of the Spirit.  So that we can become like Christ.
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