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File: Believe Ch. 24 Self-Control 

 Dear Friends in Christ, Grace to you and Peace from God our Father and our 

Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 

 Last Sunday we were driving home from my Sister-in-laws after Easter 

dinner and I felt like one of those Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade Balloons—

completely bloated.  Too much ham, too many jelly beans and chocolate eggs, way 

too much baby swiss cheese on crackers with smoked Salmon and waay too many 

cheesy potatoes.  And in my bloated food coma state it dawned on me that this 

week I was preaching on self-control.  I thought to myself---great.   

 Nevertheless, we continue our Believe series this morning, for those who are 

visiting we’ve talked about 10 core Christian Beliefs, how they impact how we are 

called to act and we are now in the final ten weeks of the Believe series called 

“Be” and the point is who are we becoming as followers of Jesus.  I think it’s 

particularly poignant the week after Easter and on this First Communion Sunday 

because the message that “He is Risen” of Easter and of communion that we are 

forgiven invites us to think and grow in terms of who we’re becoming as followers 

of Jesus so we don’t become stagnant.    

 In the 1960’s Dr. Walter Mischel of Stanford University put some pre-

school students through what became known as the Marshmallow test.  It’s been 



2 

 

repeated over and over across the world since that time.  He put a children in a 

room one at a time with one Marshmallow on a plate.  The instructions were that if 

they could wait 20 minutes they would get a second marshmallow.  As you can 

imagine the results were varied.  Some children at the Marshmallow immediately 

once the facilitator left the room.  Others smelled it, stared at it, licked it.  One 

enterprising young pre-schooler even picked it up and dug out the center and had a 

taste and then put it back in their hand and smushed it back together to try to make 

it look as if they hadn’t eaten any of it. 

 Because the experiment first occurred in the 1960’s there has been a lot of 

follow up with that first group.  Here’s what they found.  The students that were 

able to put off instant gratification and waited for the second marshmallow fared 

better in all areas of life including higher test scores as High school students and 

had a lower “Body Mass Index” as adults.  Yes those with a little more self-control 

fared better in life that those who gave in to instant gratification.    

 Which one of us couldn’t use a little more self-control in some area of life?  

Regardless of our age or spiritual maturity I think it’s safe to say we all struggle 

with self-control in some area of life.  Because here’s what we do know, not only 

from this experiment but just from the experiences of life:  Life is more difficult 

for those who lack self control.  The wisdom of Proverbs 25:28 reminds us “Like a 

city whose walls are broken down is a man who lacks self-control”  and 1 Peter 5:8 
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“Be self-controlled and alert.  Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring 

lion looking for someone to devour.”  

 Author Richard Foster said this “Superficiality is the curse of our age.  The 

doctrine of instant gratification is a primary spiritual problem”.   I think he’s right, 

in the very complicated age we live in instant gratification often prevents us from 

taking the long-term view of life especially when it comes to faith.  Which brings 

us to our Key Idea for today:  I have the power through Christ to control 

myself.  And here’s a really important thought:  When it comes to self-control,  

hope is not a strategy.  Let me say that again: When it comes to self-control, hope 

is not a strategy.  In other words we don’t just hope self-control into existence.  It’s 

like just hoping that one will get in shape.    

I want to be careful here because I know there are many medical and 

neurological reasons that contribute to a lack of self-control but for those who 

aren’t battling those difficult challenges where does this power and perspective 

come from?  The first part of an actual strategy is to… 

1.  REMAIN IN JESUS.  John 15 Jesus tells us “Remain in me, and I will 

remain in you.  No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the 

vine.  Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me.” 
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In other words self-control which is one of the fruits of the Holy Spirit is 

developed by being connected/plugged in to the vine which Scripture reminds us is 

Jesus.  I believe there are many of us here this morning that have or continue to 

struggle with self-control.  We might even say I’ve accepted God’s grace and 

mercy but just can’t say no, I keep getting pulled in, I’ve cried out to God but still 

struggle, something must be wrong with me.  But Jesus never promised we 

wouldn’t be tempted but his power in us can help us resist temptation.  So how do 

we access Christ—how might we grow in self control?  The second part of a 

strategy is… 

2.  Resist the Devil.  In the Scripture from James 4 it reminds us “Submit 

yourselves 

then to God.  Resist the Devil, and he will flee from you.  Come near to God and he 

will come near to you…”  Whatever you draw near to it will draw near to you  

that’s why we started with REMAIN IN JESUS.  It doesn’t say resist temptation 

because temptation is inevitable.  Rather it says resist the Devil and it he will flee 

from you. 

 So when it comes to temptation we are called to fix our eyes on Jesus.  Don’t 

look to the left or right and that’s important because temptation doesn’t always go 

away.  How did Jesus deal with temptation—He fixed his eyes on God.  He picked 
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up the weapons of worship, Scripture and prayer and perhaps we’d do well to do 

the same. 

 But sometimes we’re like that child who took the marshmallow, picked out 

the center, ate it and then smushed it back together to try and fool the person 

running the experiment.  We do that with God.  Perhaps we knowingly sin but 

because we really do believe in God we say to ourselves something like “God 

you’ve conquered my sin, God in fact you gave your son for my sin and took my 

sins upon the cross…” we’ve got all of the right words.  Then the very thing we 

said we wouldn’t do we do.  Even the Apostle Paul was challenged by this when he 

said in Romans “I do not understand what I do.  For what I want to do I do not do, 

but what I hate I do…”  Gosh, who hasn’t been there before? 

 So often when it comes to self-control we may think of some type A kind of 

person whose incredibly focused and gets everything checked off their “to do” list 

each and every day and the person whose just the opposite of that who feels like 

they lack total self-control and never get anything done and so we typically think 

of self-control in terms of productivity.    

 Or we might think of self-control in terms like one person said of as “sin 

management”.  In other words self- control is all about committing fewer sins.  

And both of those can certainly be part of self-control.  But what if we considered 
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self-control to also be about who we’re becoming in Christ.  In other words are we 

becoming more patient, kinder, more loving, a better listener, less of a gossiper, 

controlling our anger better, or hanging onto the promises of God about 

forgiveness which we receive this morning in communion.  See, self-control isn’t 

all about  sin management or productivity but can in a big way be about becoming 

more Christ like.    

 What’s on this plate for you?  What’s your marshmallow? —What is the 

thing you either can’t say no to or the thing you don’t really want to say “yes” to?  

What’s your solution?  Is it to just hope that somehow, some way, someday you 

might just miraculously gain a whole new level of self-control?  Is your solution to 

just try harder, or try to hide it, or to live in denial or self-medication?  How have 

those things been working for you? 

 This morning I invite and encourage you to consider what Jesus said “A 

branch can’t bear fruit by itself, it must stay connected to the vine” and in those 

moments when you are tempted stay focused on Jesus.  And when you are tempted 

to not care much about becoming more like Jesus take the long term view of faith 

and desire to become more like Jesus and draw near to God because God will draw 

near to you.  Amen!   

Let us pray… 
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9:00  Prayer about hymn “Have thine own way”  You are the potter I am the 

clay…mold us so that we desire to be more like Jesus and when temptations come 

give us the desire to draw closer to you… 

10:45  Lord, your mercy and love are great and we come to you now…something 

about forgiveness and self-control—remaining in Christ to bear the fruit of self-

control… 

     


