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A Psychological Edge in Life
What Is the Real Value of Self-Control?

One evening | got a craving for a little bit of vanilla ice cream. | made a grave mistake in how | went about getting
some. Rather than getting out a cup and a spoon, I just brought my spoon to the container. The spoonful of ice cream
was so good that | decided to get another spoonful. That led to a third and | felt my spirit come alive. Although | was
about to go to bed, | did what any red-blooded, living adult would do. | took a fourth spoonful of vanilla ice cream and
then | gave great thought before making my next move. | got a fifth spoonful of vanilla ice cream. It was so refreshing,
so comforting. That led to a sixth spoonful and in about ten minutes, the container of ice cream was empty. You might
accuse me of lacking self-control. | would argue against that determination. In fact | showed great restraint because |
fought against the urge to stop eating vanilla ice cream; | refused to worry about my weight or my health. | had to
persevere to overcome such draconian control. Today we will look at the value of self-control and how it improves your
life but perhaps not in the way you expect. The big idea we will take from today is this. Self-control is far more than
what you do. It is who you are.

More than fifty years ago Professor Walter Mischel conducted an experiment with five-year olds. They were left alone
and given a marshmallow for fifteen minutes and told not to eat it. If they didn’t, they would be rewarded by being
given two marshmallows that they could eat. Mischel tracked the children for several decades and found that the
preschoolers who waited the longest scored higher on SAT scores than those who gave in quicker, they were thinner,
earned more advanced degrees and coped better with stress. It would seem that self-control is of great value when it
comes to child development and certainly for us as we get older.

Proverbs provides rich insight into self-control. Like a city whose walls are broken down is a man who lacks self-
control. (Proverbs 25: 28 NIV) Self-control protects you from making disastrous decisions and limits the harm your
actions can have on you if they are wrong. Spur of the moment decisions may be exhilarating but they can hurt you
and others like those times when you blurt things out without stopping to think about what you are saying. | know of
people and probably you do too who have wrecked their marriages, their family relationships, their health and their
finances because of a lack of self-control. Lack of self-control is primarily your internal state, the mental and
psychological as well as spiritual condition within you and it may or may not manifest itself outwardly. Someone with
terrible self-control may become clinically depressed or schizophrenic, their minds a whirl of chaotic activity but they
seem calm and almost listless outwardly. | know of someone who is a model citizen, but she is convinced that
someone has control of her phone and that secret agents follow her everywhere. Do you remember Saul from the Old
Testament, who as a young man was selected by God to be the first king of Israel? When it was time to present him to
the nation, he could not be found because he was hiding. The leaders went to the Lord asking Him to show them
where Saul was. So they inquired further of the Lord, "Has the man come here yet?" And the Lord said, "Yes,
he has hidden himself among the baggage.” (1 Samuel 10: 22 NIV) Only a mind out of control would lead to such a
passive reaction to being honored as king.

Because self-control is primarily the internal state of your soul, a window into your quality of self-control is your
dreaming. Dreams reflect what is going on inside of you and their frenetic character can say much about what sort of
environment feeds your thinking and your emotions. They of course are not a perfect tool for evaluating yourself, but
dreams do give a hint at how you are doing spiritually and psychologically. It is most telling that self-control is a fruit of
the Spirit. But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness
and self-control. (Galatians 5: 22-23a NIV) Of each of the characteristics of having the Holy Spirit transforming your
inner environment, self-control seems to fit least. We think of self-control as constricting, as limiting to one’s
personality. Many psychologists have developed thriving practices and written best-selling books telling us that we
need to not bottle things in, to be healthy we must release our inhibitions and to quote a 70s pop song, “set yourself
free”. The idea that God is pushing for us to bottle up our emotions is far from the truth and not at all Biblical. Self-
control that is a fruit of the Spirit and Christian is something produced by God and develops the healthiest of people
psychologically and is in no way a sort of spiritual straitjacket. With self-control that is put together by the Holy Spirit,
you have an internal control that brings you back to God and His organization of your personality. The way you
approach everything, whether it is how you think or what you do has the character of God in it.
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Consider these two examples from the Bible that clarify this. Samson is known as not only the quintessential strong
man/superhero but also a pitiful lust driven anti-hero whose inability to control his passions led to his downfall. Despite
the fact that as a Nazarene called by God to lead Israel he was raised to be faithful to the commands of God, he
chased after Philistine women who the Lord forbid His people to marry. Samson’s most notorious failure was his
decision to let the pagan Jezebel in on the secret to his great strength. She then informed her Philistine cohorts and
after she cut off Samson’s hair while he was sleeping, his great strength drained from him, Samson was captured, his
eyes gouged out and thrown into prison. Clearly it was a lack of self-control that led to Samson’s demise. But what
sort of self-control? Hannah, who became the mother of Samuel, the great prophet of God and the last of the judges
that ruled over Israel was infertile and desperate to have a baby. She and her husband went to the Tabernacle and
there she poured out her anguish to God. In bitterness of soul Hannah wept much and prayed to the Lord. (1
Samuel 1: 10 NIV) She was so animated in her wailing that Eli the priest, who was nearby, thought she was drunk.
Hannah also exhibited a lack of self-control, at least as many see it. Yet if you consider self-control from the Bible's
view of it, Hannah perfectly provides us insight into how self-control looks. Both Samson and Hannah acted in ways
that could be viewed as irrational or impulsive. Samson turned away from God as he sorted through his feelings,
Hannah in contrast turned to God with how she felt. Self-control is not the obliteration of feelings. In fact it may result
in high end emotions and seem at times even wildly passionate. Think of David dancing around like a dervish as the
Ark of the Covenant was brought into Jerusalem. Even his wife thought it was too much. As the ark of the Lord was
entering the City of David, Michal daughter of Saul watched from a window. And when she saw King David
leaping and dancing before the Lord, she despised him in her heart. (2 Samuel 6: 16 NIV) Holy Spirit fueled self-
control may seem at times out of control. However, self-control, when put together by the Holy Spirit always returns
one to God and makes Him the center of thinking and acting.

The Bible provides the framework for how self-control is to look. Deranged serial killers can have self-control. That is
why many are never caught. Christian and Spirit fueled self-control is uniquely different. It takes faith in God to give
birth to your self-control. You must be born again and have the Spirit of God living in you to calibrate your self-control
along the lines of Christ to bring you to God over and over. Peter provides a formula for how self-control is established
through the Spirit. For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness,
knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; (2 Peter 1: 5-6a NIV) It moves from faith to goodness. Many who have
the look of self-control are not good or loving. Christian self-control rubs both judgmentalism and meanness out of you.
As the Holy Spirit works His way through you, God’s goodness takes over. After goodness comes knowledge.
Goodness keeps knowledge from becoming arrogant or selfish. | once knew a church leader who taught a Bible class
at the church. Everyone thought he was the smartest and most knowledgeable teacher they ever had in the church. If
there was a Bible question, the response would be “Ask Bob”. Well Bob once told a group of us at a church fellowship,
and he told us with a grin on his face, that he intentionally ran over one of his co-workers with a forklift because he was
mad at him. This was while he was a respected Bible teacher at the church. The Bible tells us that knowledge puffs
up but not so if the goodness of Christ is running through you.

To have proper and holy self-control you must know the Bible and make it your way of life. Without the Bible putting
everything in order in your mind, your self-control becomes empty. As you become familiar with God and accustomed
to Him guiding you, your self-control provides joy to others and a framework for how you approach everything you face.
Nothing illustrates Christian self-control better than a casually inserted incident Luke recorded in the book of Acts.
Paul and his group were shipwrecked on an island and while he was gathering brushwood for a fire, a deadly snake
latched onto Paul’'s hand with its fangs. The islanders who were hanging around watched Paul as the viper hung from
his hand. It took so long that not only they saw what happened, but the islanders even commented to each other that
Paul must have been a murderer as justice had found him. But Paul shook the snake off into the fire and suffered
no ill effects. (Acts 28: 5 NIV) Paul took his time. No panic. No hysterical ripping of the snake off him. Paul simply
with a flick of his wrist shook the snake into the fire. Notice this. It was Godly self-control as Paul was not harmed by
the deadly snake. Holy Spirit developed self-control is one of the greatest gifts God can give to you and it only comes
as you become reliant upon the Holy Spirit to transform your personality and make you like God. Our big idea comes
to us as we learn from Paul how to patiently walk with God. Self-control is far more than what you do. It is who you
are.
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