“Developing Self Control,

“Extreme Makeover: Heart Edition” Series

October 7, 2007

I heard an ad for the restaurant at the new MGM Grand Casino which opened downtown this week.  It was seductive invitation to come and indulge yourself.  Agree or disagree: we Americans are pretty self-indulgent. We live in a self-indulgent culture; a culture of excess, where self-control isn’t valued.  If you look to Washington DC, or Wall Street, or Hollywood, self-control is not preached nor valued, yet it is an absolute necessity for success in life. In fact, the scripture says that  “A person without self-control is as defenseless  as a city with broken-down walls.”   (Proverbs 25:28 NLT) 

About 5 years ago my best friends from college and I visited one of our crew in New Orleans.  We stayed in his home just a mile from the Mississippi, and I went running with my good friend every morning.  As we ran alongside the levee, we conversing about what would happen if they ever broke.  As we all know, those levees didn’t hold during Hurricane Katrina; those levees broke; and anything carried by that water had access to that city, to come and go as the currents took it, taking much of the city along with it. Here’s the analogy: without self control your heart can become a flooded cesspool; full of junk; anything can enter, and whatever’s inside can exit. Without self-control, you’ll self-destruct. Anything that's uncontrolled eventually will destroy you.  It can be eating, drinking, sex, television, chocolate, spending -- anything that is left uncontrolled in your life -- even good things, even things that God created -- will eventually destroy you.  Tomorrow’s seeds of destruction are often sown in today’s excesses. 

Imagine If you were a complete stranger visiting America and observed our culture for a month.  What would you see Americans struggle to control?  Our eating, drinking, driving, Spending, time in front of the TV, our internet surfing, our sexual appetites, and our language, among many others.  

As a culture, we don’t have it!  Yet self control is one of the key qualities that God wants to build into our hearts and lives, listen to What Peter has to say:  We have everything we need to live a life that pleases God. It was all given to us by God's own power, when we learned that he had invited us to share in his wonderful goodness. God made great and marvelous promises, so that his nature would become part of us. Extreme makeover of our hearts Then we could escape our evil desires and the corrupt influences of this world. Do your best to improve your faith.  Build on basic belief in Jesus; put his words into practice (Matt 7:24). You can do this by adding goodness, understanding, self-control, patience, devotion to God, concern for others, and love.  If you keep growing in this way, it will show that what you know about our Lord Jesus Christ has made your lives useful and meaningful. Pete knew from experience how a lack of self-control can rob your life of usefulness:  But if you don't grow, you are like someone who is nearsighted or blind, and you have forgotten that your past sins are forgiven.  2 Peter 1:2-9, (Contemporary English Version) Personal Q: What’s the #1 thing you succeed least in controlling? Anybody care to share? Flip this page over and write it down. 
 For most of us, The #1 thing we don’t have control over? is our Anger. 
Among nations who track and publish their crime rates, America is: 1st in assaults, 24th in murders, 8th in gun violence on a per capita basis. 3 women and a day are murdered by a spouse or boyfriend, and 4 children per day by a parent or live-in adult.  Angry outbursts are a top marriage/family buster –toxic!

Let me dispel some myths about anger:

#1: Anger isn’t always a bad thing; sometimes a good thing (anger over injustice, victimization, exploitation, evil); example: Jesus overturning money-changers’ tables in temple.   

God gets angry too; if so, not always a sin; and Scriptures provide a relational blueprint on how to express your anger.  

#2. Self control is not just for those who blow up (“skunks”).  It's also for those who clam up (turtles). Poll: Skunks –vs- Turtles. I was skunked 3 times this week, twice by members of Discover Church and once by a neighbor.  

Both skunks and turtles need to learn how to deal with how we feel -- how to handle our emotions so that we're not overwhelmed by them.  
How to develop self-control?  
1.  Resolve control yourself.  Developing self-control begins with a choice  & a determined commitment- to exercise your God-given ability to intentionally respond to life; to build “no” into your vocabulary of self-talk, and build boundaries around unhealthy/ungodly behaviors or habits; and build your character by the plumbline of God’s purposes.   Soul levees.
 Live life, then, with a due sense of responsibility, not as men who do not know the meaning and purpose of life but as those who do…. Don't be vague but firmly grasp what you know to be the will of God.  Ephesians 5:15-17 (Phillips Translation)  It is God’s will that you be self-controlled. That’s what the bible teaches [Titus chapter 2 is the best example of this] and what Jesus and his first followers demonstrated, like Paul who wrote:…I will not be mastered by anything.  (1 Corinthians 6:12, NIV)  Self-control is evidence that you’re wise: “A fool gives full vent to his anger but a wise man keeps himself under control.  (Proverbs 29:11) 

How to develop self-control?  2.  Reflect before reacting.  How do we get out of control?  We snap or we stew: we snap –don’t stop to think; we do what feels good, and what feels good is rarely what IS good, and godly. We snap; we stew: we obsess about how we are going indulge our anger –vent our feelings.  Get rid of your evil deeds. Shed them like dirty clothes. Clothe yourselves with the armor of right living, as those who live in the light.   We should be decent and true in everything we do, so that everyone can approve of our behavior… let the Lord Jesus Christ take control of you, and don't think of ways to indulge your evil desires.  Romans 13:12b-14 (NLT)

Uncontrolled anger:

· hurts me. The bible notes that  A hot tempered man gets into all kinds of trouble.”  (Proverbs 29:22 The Living Bible)

· hurts people I love “The fool who provokes his family to anger and resentment will finally have nothing worthwhile left.”  (Proverbs 11:29 TLB)

· Displeases my God. I hate people who do cruel things as easily as they put on clothes," says the LORD All-Powerful.  Violence and cruelty are never acceptable responses to anger.  (Malachi 2:16 (NCV)

· Enables Satan to access my life …don't sin by letting anger gain control over you… for anger gives a mighty foothold to the Devil.   Ephesians 4:26-27 (NLT)  Let me give you two ways: Uncontrolled or unresolved anger open us up to deception and accusation and the devil traffics in both of those things. When we’re steeming mad or stewing mad we often distort truth –seeing people and events through the lense of anger. We don’t see things right. When we’re angry we often make exaggerated accusations  against people because we don’t see things accurately.  We lie &  we accuse; we aid & abet Satan –whom the bible calls a liar, a murderer, and the one who accuses God’s people. 

How to develop self-control?   3. Request God’s help  Like King David who prayed: Lord, help me control my tongue.  Help me to be careful about what I say."   Psalm 141:3  Did you ever pray that? You know, it’ll work! The bible says that no person can totally tame the tongue; but God can through you.  Tip: start to confess God’s truth: memorize scripture, personalize it for you, you’ll see a difference!

Request God’s help like Paul who boasted:  I have learned the secret of living in every situation… I can do everything with the help of Christ who gives me the strength I need.  (Philippians 4:12-13, New Living Translation)  You don’t have because you don’t ask, the bible says.  St. Paul wrote that you can experience God’s incredibly great power which is available for you, if you believe in Jesus as your forgiver and leader in life (Ephesians 1:19).

How to develop self-control?  The secret to self-control is God-control  God did not give us a spirit that makes us afraid but a spirit of power and love and self-control. 2 Timothy 1:7 (NCV)  

Let the peace that Christ gives control your thinking,.. Let the teaching of Christ live in you richly. Everything you do or say should be done to obey Jesus your Lord.   

You can experience the peace of God by becoming at peace with God: reconcile to God today.  Yield your heart to God’s control: ask God to search your heart; admit your faults; ask for His forgiveness; let him lead you.  For those out-of-control areas: submit them to Jesus’ leadership; acknowledge that you’re out of control and ask His Spirit to take control where you don’t have any.  

How to develop self-control?   4. Resist unhealthy/ungodly impulses …since Christ suffered physical pain, you must arm yourselves with the same attitude he had, and be ready to suffer, too.  How many of you know that it’s painful to stop indulging yourself; that unholy trinity of me, myself, and I doesn’t want to be denied.   Expect pain when you first restrain; that’s what Peter’s driving at.  For if you are willing to suffer for Christ, you have decided to stop sinning.  And you won't spend the rest of your life chasing after evil desires, but you will be anxious to do the will of God.  1 Peter 4:1-2 (NLT)  How do you deal with the pain? Look beyond the immediate to the lifelong; even the eternal.  Change your perspective from a short-term focus on expedience, to a long term focus on obedience. 

How to develop self-control?   5. Release your anger appropriately; Paul writes about the pathway to spiritual and relational maturity in chapter 4 of his letter to the Ephesians: “Speaking the truth with love, we will grow up in every way…Tell each other the truth, because we all belong to each other in the same body.” --Not spewing and spraying or stuffing and stewing; but speaking and loving. Jesus said: "If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. Complain to, not about to others; show him his fault calmly, respectfully, and lovingly.  When you are angry, do not sin, and be sure to stop being angry before the end of the day. Tie up loose ends quickly; reconcile ASAP; fess up or forgive –depending on which side of the hurt and anger you’re on.  ( Ephesians 4:15,25b-26 (NCV) 

Resource: Step to Freedom In Christ: Forgiveness, Dr. Neil Anderson

Homework: 1) Identify the areas where you lack self-control or wrong ways you express anger Admit them to God, ask God to forgive you for them; submit them to God; permit God to guide you; and invite the Spirit of God to challenge you to change and strengthen you in doing so. 

2) Invite someone to “inspect your work” –notify an accountability partner or spiritual mentor of your resolution and give him/her permission to check up on you, and commit to total honesty about it. 
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