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The self-help genre is massive.  It seems like everyone has a podcast, or a secret habit that promises to turn even you into the person you’ve always wanted to be.  

So, for example Hal Elrod has written a book called “The Miracle Morning.  And the basic promise is that everything you’ve ever wanted is waiting for you on the other side of one simple habit.  You’ll have more energy.  Better relationships.  A cleaner garage.  Children who obey.  A metabolism that forgives cinnamon buns.  And all you have to do is wake up at 4:43 every morning, drink a glass of lemon water, sit in silence and write one sentence in your journal beginning with the words, “Today I become unstoppable.” 

Do this for 21 days and you’ll become the kind of person who alphabetizes the spice rack and loses weight while eating nachos.  Could you use a bit more of that?

Of course we laugh at that kind of promise because it’s ridiculous.  But we also buy the book.  See deep down we all know there are parts of us that we cannot seem to control.

There are emotions that get away from us, appetites that keep demanding more, habits we have tried to quit a thousand times, and words that come out before we can catch them.  And so when someone says, “Here is the habit that will finally give you control,” we want to believe it.

But today, as we come back to Galatians 5, Paul is going to show us something much deeper than self-help.  He is going to show us that biblical self-control is not self-salvation.  It is not muscling ourselves into a better version of ourselves.  It is the fruit of a life increasingly controlled by the Spirit of Jesus.

So open your Bible to Galatians 5. We are going to pick it up in verse 19 and read through to the end of the chapter. Would you stand with me as we come before God’s Word. Hear now the word of the Lord.

[Read Galatians 5:19-26]

This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated.  

When we hear the word “self-control,” most of us immediately think of effort. Try harder. Count to ten. Delete the app. Wake up earlier.  And some of that may help.  But Paul is talking about something deeper than virtue you manufacture.  He’s talking about fruit that grows.

And that distinction matters because Paul doesn’t say, “The virtues of the disciplined person are love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.” He says, “This is the fruit of the Spirit.”

In other words, this is what naturally grows in a life connected to the Spirit. It’s not something we achieve; it’s something He produces. He rubs off on us.  And this is what naturally happens when we hang out with someone.
…
So when Nikki and I got married immediately my GPA went up and my health improved.  I started eating vegetables.  It was great.  She was rubbing off on me.  Of course her GPA went down so it goes both ways.

But the point is, the fruit Paul describes isn’t something we discipline ourselves into achieving the way the self-help world imagines.  It’s what grows when we are connected to the Spirit of Jesus.  

So today we are going to look at three things.  First, self-control is not self-salvation.  Instead it is Spirit-produced Christlikeness.  And finally, we are going to look at how this can become a reality in our lives.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/self-control/ (Accessed June 3, 2026)] 

…
First, self-control is not self-salvation.

Now, as we start processing this, I think we need to admit something right up front: we all have a problem with self-control.  

So think about it for a second. What is it in your life that you have trouble controlling? An emotion? A habit? Your tongue? An appetite? A relationship where you keep doing what you told yourself you would not do again? That’s all a lack of self-control.

And if you can’t think of anything in your life that is out of control, then your pride is out of control.  So this is not a sermon for a few undisciplined people in the room.  This is for all of us.  Every one of us has some area where we need the Spirit to produce self-control.  So figure out what it is for you and hold onto it as we talk.

Have you got something?
…
Now, at first, the world’s version of self-control and the fruit of the Spirit sound similar.  We can even see one of those similarities in the way the King James Version translates this word. It says:
“But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, meekness, and temperance.” (Galatians 5:22–23 KJV)



Temperance is a great word we don’t use anymore, except in its negative.  We talk about “losing our temper.”  Now to lose your temper doesn’t simply mean getting angry.  You can be angry without losing your temper.  But when we lose our temper, anger has taken over and something else is driving.  

So the world and Scripture agree that self-control has something to do with not being mastered by every impulse that rises up inside us.  But that’s about as far as the agreement goes.  

And that’s because the world thinks self-control is something that can exist all by itself.  In other words, you can develop it while being totally disconnected from God.  You can improve your habits.  You can manage your emotions.  You can become a better, healthier version of yourself without needing anything from God.  

Now, to be fair, there are lots of disciplined people in the world who don’t love Jesus.  They avoid obvious moral wreckage, wake up early, go to the gym, spend wisely and take cold showers voluntarily – which is still suspicious to me but apparently builds character.  

And some of that really does help.  There is nothing wrong with developing good habits.  There is nothing wrong with deleting the app, making a budget and going for a walk.  In fact, some of us should probably do some of these things.  

But Paul is talking about something deeper than habit formation.  He is not talking about self-improvement.  He is talking about self-control as fruit of the Spirit.  And this is where the world gets it wrong.

The world says, “If you work hard enough, you can fix yourself.”  But Scripture says our deepest problem is not that we have failed to optimize our morning routine, drink too much coffee, or spend too much time on our phones.  Those things may be real problems.  But they are not the root problem.  The root problem is that we are disconnected from our Creator.

And the self-help world actually feeds into this.  When we buy the idea we fall into thinking we don’t need God at all.  I can clean myself up.  I can make myself better.  I can become disciplined enough, successful enough, healthy enough.  I can fix me.  I can save myself.

It’s a nice idea, but Jesus tells a story in Matthew 12 that exposes how dangerous it actually is.  He says:
“When the unclean spirit has gone out of a person, it passes through waterless places seeking rest, but finds none. Then it says, ‘I will return to my house from which I came.’ And when it comes, it finds the house empty, swept, and put in order. Then it goes and brings with it seven other spirits more evil than itself, and they enter and dwell there, and the last state of that person is worse than the first.” (Matthew 12:43-45)  
Now Jesus isn’t saying gym memberships and morning routines are demonic.  It’s not wrong to clean up your life.  But He is exposing a principle: it’s possible to have a life that is swept tidy, and still empty. It’s possible to clean up the outside without fixing your primary problem.

And this is the limitation of self-help.  It can help you sweep the house and build a better budget, but it can’t fill the house with God.  And if the house is swept but empty, the deepest problem hasn’t been touched.  

And this is why the self-help world, even while it’s offering assistance, can unintentionally make the human problem worse.  Because self-help says, “You don’t need God.  You can fix yourself.”  But scripture says, “People have been trying that for a really long time, and it always ends in the same place.”  And that’s because your primary problem is not that you lack the strength to drink less or retrain your temper, your primary problem is that you were made for God, and apart from Him, even your self-control can become another way of avoiding Him.

So biblical self-control is not self-salvation.  It’s not simply getting control of your life so you can become the best version of yourself.  It’s the fruit of being reconnected to the One who made you.
…
So if the world’s self-control is made up of atomic habits and miracle mornings that can’t actually solve humanity’s root issue, how is the self-control Paul describes different?
…
Here it is in a sentence: worldly self-control asks, “How do I get control of myself?”  Spirit-produced self-control asks, “Who has control of me?”  That’s the difference.

See Paul is not giving us a list of virtues to manufacture.  Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control are not nine separate projects.  They are examples of one thing that grows out of a life connected to God’s Spirit.  And that one thing is holiness.

So holiness is what Jesus is like.  He’s loving and joyful; He’s peaceful and faithful.  He’s patient and gentle.  He is good.  And when we walk with Him, His Spirit begins to make us like Him.  He rubs off on us and His attributes become our attributes.

And this also means these qualities are connected.  So you can’t really say “well I’m not a patient person, but I am peaceful.”  Or “I don’t love people, but I’m kind.”  Not really.  Because when the Holy Spirit is at work in you, He grows Christlikeness in every direction.  

So in that context, what is self-control?  Well, it’s the opposite of being ruled by uncontrolled passions and appetites.  This is why Paul contrasts the fruit of the Spirit with the acts of the flesh.  So in verse 19 he says, “The acts of the flesh are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery.”  And then he goes on to list things like fits of rage, selfish ambition, envy, drunkenness, division and so on.  
These are all examples of human life out of control.  Uncontrolled bodies.  Uncontrolled emotions.  Uncontrolled desires.  But then in verse 24 Paul contrasts: 
Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. (Galatians 5:24)

In other words, when we belong to Christ, and His Spirit is growing us to look more and more like Jesus, the result is an increased ability to choose the important thing over the urgent thing.  

And that matters because impulse always feel urgent.  It feels urgent to buy the thing, eat the thing, look at the thing.  But as we live by impulse, we become less free and less human, because we are disconnected from who God created us to be.

Now in contrast to the urgent, the important thing is not simply getting what I want.  The important thing is love for God and love for my neighbour.  And this is what Jesus is like.  And when the Spirit of Jesus lives in you, that is what begins to grow.  

So the world says, “If only you could control your habits, you could become the best version of yourself.”  But scripture says, “The only way to become who you were created to be is to be reconnected to God.”  And ironically, it’s only as you are who you were created to be that you are more and more free.  This is abundant life.
…
So then, the final question is: How do we grow in this kind of self-control?  How do we increase our connection to God so that we enjoy the fruit of a self-controlled life?

Paul gives us the answer just before the two lists.  In verse 16 he says:
So I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. (Galatians 5:16) 

Now we touched on this last week, but the word translated “desire” here is a very important word – in Greek it is epithumia.  Thumai means “desire”, and epi has the sense of over or excessive.  So the problem is not that we desire bad things but that we desire good things too much.  

A lot of people think, “My problem is that I want bad things. I drink too much. I get angry. I worry. I look at porn. So Christianity must mean working really hard not to want those things anymore.”

But Paul is showing us something deeper.  The problem is not primarily that you want bad things, but that you want things in the wrong way.  You take something created and good and make it ultimate. 

Sex is good, but when sex becomes your god, immorality and impurity begin to undo you.  Achievement is good, but when achievement becomes god, selfish ambition takes over.  Comfort, rest, food, and approval are not bad.  But when they become ultimate, they stop being gifts and start becoming masters.  And that is what the flesh does.
See the flesh does not merely suggest.  It commands.  It does not say, “You might enjoy that.”  It says, “You have to have that.”  It does not say, “You could respond angrily.”  It says, “You have to defend yourself.”  The flesh does not suggest; it enslaves.

And this is why self-control can’t simply be about restraining desire.  The only way to defeat an over-desire is for a greater desire to take its place.  And this is why Paul uses the image of an athlete in 1 Corinthians 9.  He says:
Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize? Run in such a way as to get the prize. Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training…. Therefore I do not run like someone running aimlessly… No, I strike a blow to my body and make it my slave (1 Corinthians 9:24-27)

Paul’s describing incredible discipline.  He tells his body, “You aren’t in charge” which is the opposite of doing what the body wants.  But Paul’s point is that an athlete doesn’t do this for nothing.  There’s a prize.  

The athlete can say no to the urgent thing because he has his eyes fixed on the important thing.  He can say no to comfort, indulgence, and distraction because he wants the prize more.  And this is the key.  Self-control grows when a greater desire displaces an over-desire.

See the way to defeat an over-desire is not to just make yourself stop wanting it.  The way to defeat an over-desire is to fix your eyes on something of greater value.  And slowly the old desire loses it’s power.

So what’s the prize?  The prize is the glory of God.  You were created to know God and enjoy Him forever.  And because this is what you were made for, nothing else can satisfy you when you make it ultimate.  

But when you center your life on God and His glory, then all the other good things in creation can return to their proper place.  You can enjoy them as gifts without making them into gods.  And this is what abundant life looks like.

So how do we get it?  We need to see Jesus.  Because Jesus did not merely model self-control for us.  He went to the cross to do what we could never do for ourselves. 
And there is a story in Matthew 16 that brings this right to the surface.
…
Jesus tells His disciples He is going to Jerusalem, where He will suffer, be killed, and on the third day be raised to life. And Peter can’t stand it. So he says, “Never, Lord! This shall never happen to you!”

And humanly speaking, you can understand Peter.  Nobody wants suffering. Nobody wants the cross.  But Jesus sees what Peter doesn’t.  He sees the prize beyond the cross: the glory of the Father and the salvation of His people. So He says:
“Get behind Me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to Me; you do not have in mind the concerns of God” (Matthew 16:23)

In other words, Jesus says, “I won’t be diverted from My Father’s will. I won’t be ruled by the desire for self-preservation.  I won’t turn aside from the cross, because My Father’s glory is My good.”  And that is why Hebrews says: “For the joy set before Him he endured the cross.”

That’s perfect self-control.  But don’t miss this: Jesus did not do this to inspire you. He did it to save you.

He went to the cross because we haven’t lived self-controlled lives.  We have been ruled by impulse and mastered by over-desire.  We’ve been addicted to fixing and saving ourselves.  But Jesus died to forgive us and reconnect us to God.  And then He rose again and poured out His Spirit so His life could grow in us.

And this means Christian self-control is not waking up at 4:43 and trying to become unstoppable.  It is about being so captured by the beauty of Christ that His Spirit begins to reorder your desires from the inside out.

See abundant life isn’t a life where you get to do whatever you want.  An abundant life is one where, by the Spirit, you begin to want what you were created to want.  You want God and His glory.  You want to love for your neighbour more than satisfy your impulse.  

And as Christ becomes more beautiful, the urgent things start to lose their grip.  The flesh still shouts, but it does not command like it used to.  And slowly, sometimes painfully, fruit begins to grow.

So don’t settle for self-help self-control when what you need is resurrection.  Yes, make a plan.  Delete the app.  And get up earlier if you need to.  But don’t confuse that with the power that transforms.  You can’t ultimately save yourself.  You need a Saviour.

So look to Jesus.  Walk with Him.  Let His value consume your passion.  Let His Spirit reorder your desires.  And over time, fruit will grow – not because you finally learned how to control yourself, but because Christ became beautiful enough to control you.  

And that is freedom: abundant life comes when you are finally free to do what you want, because by the Spirit, you want the right things.

