
Who Is In Charge? 

Read: Galatians 5:22-26; 2 Peter 1:1-11 

 If you Google “self control” you are not brought to biblical texts.  After the 

usual leadoff entry for definition from Wikipedia, you discover that self-control is 

equated with will power and that the study of will power and self control is all the 

rage among social scientists and psychologists.  An article in Psychology Today 

says this: “self control separates us from our ancient ancestors and the rest of the 

animal kingdom, thanks to our large prefrontal cortex.  It is the ability to subdue 

our impulses in order to achieve longer-term goals.  Rather than responding to 

immediate impulses, we can plan, evaluate alternative actions, and often enough 

avoid doing things we’ll regret later.”  Okay, fair enough.  I don’t want to get into 

the whole issue of what separates us from our ancient ancestors and the rest of 

the animal kingdom more than to say that the statement feels like walking 

through a mine field of assumptions that I might not agree with.    But I do think 

the prospect of living beyond our knee jerk reactions to stimuli from the world is a 

good place to start. 

 In a very entertaining video I came across while snooping around Google 

concerning self-control was the marshmallow test.  This was an experiment done 

with pre-school children.  You can watch it for yourselves on You Tube.  In the 

test, a young child was seated at a table in a plain room and a single marshmallow 

was placed on a plate in front of the child.  The adult researcher gave instructions 

as follows:  “I’m going to give you one marshmallow.  If you resist eating it for 15 

minutes, I’ll give you another one and then you can eat them both.  I’ll be back.”  

With that the researcher left the room, while a hidden camera recorded the 

children’s behavior.  

 To a child, 15 minutes is like an eternity. The facial contortions and body 

English expressing their best effort to resist temptation are hilarious.  One child 

licked but did not bite the marshmallow, one sniffed it, one tried not to look at it, 

another picked it up and examined it from all angles then returned it with 

exasperation to the plate, and one little girl bit right in, disdaining the promised 

marshmallow number two.  One child who was successful with his self-control, 



when rewarded with the second marshmallow instantly shoved both in his 

mouth, chomping down with triumphant glee and pleasure. 

Next the researchers followed the academic progress of the children and 

found that the ones who resisted their impulse to eat the marshmallow and delay 

gratification went on to enjoy greater success as adults.  A research study done at 

the University of Pennsylvania concluded that self-control was a better indicator 

of future success academically than IQ scores or innate intelligence.  Noting that 

academic work almost always is pitted against less effortful, more entertaining 

alternatives, those with greater self-control get more out of every learning 

opportunity. 

As you know, most tests in life are more consequential than whether or not 

we eat a marshmallow too soon.  Tests involving our character involving honesty, 

integrity, and courage arise with regularity.  Sometimes we pass, sometimes we 

fail.  Isn’t it wonderful we serve a merciful God who repeatedly lets us start anew? 

One aspect of the study of will power or self-control that is still being 

debated is the concept of ego depletion as it affects the ability to control 

ourselves.  The theory being explored is that heavy demands upon our mental 

energy consume large amounts of our brain’s favorite food, glucose.  When our 

brain uses up the reserves of glucose, our will power is diminished.  The tentative 

conclusion can be summed up by saying that will power or self-control is a finite 

resource.  You can use it up during the course of a day in the world. 

Perhaps this is why people like us seem to be able to resist temptation 

through the day and cave in after dark.  My long term goal might be to lose 

weight.  I can resist all kinds of fattening foods for most of the day, but after a 

long, stressful, strenuous day, that large, fattening slice of cherry pie becomes 

irresistible between the hours of 6 and 11 PM.  Suffering from ego depletion and 

a perceived shortage of glucose, I’ll just dive right in!  The Apostle John may have 

been barking up this tree when he said people prefer darkness to light because 

their deeds are evil. 



With this in view, there is no shortage of advice and tips on how to achieve 

greater self-control in order to forsake instant gratification and reach longer term 

objectives.  I came across one list that catalogued nineteen things to do, including 

all the usual suspects like eating a proper diet, getting enough sleep, and  rather 

than resisting bad habits replacing with them with good habits.  Add to that list 

sixteen more dos and some don’ts and I just throw up my hands and cry, “Help!”  

What’s an ego depleted person to do?   

As Paul wrote there is no law against self-control, but if self-control is 

simply about keeping the rules of good behavior, in my depleted state, I’m in a 

world of trouble.  I’m going to need help from somewhere or someone beyond 

my self.   

This is the point at which the theological rubber hits the psycho/social road.  

I believe that social sciences flounder and come up against a dead end when they 

refuse to integrate spiritual reality into the study of how we live and why we 

either succeed or fail.  In what sense can we call anyone’s life successful when 

God and our relationship to God are viewed as a superstitious irrelevancy?  To put 

it plainly, in my view, people need the Lord. 

Several months ago now we embarked on this journey to get to know the 

Holy Spirit by the fruits of the Spirit.  To repeat it one more time, Jesus said, “You 

will know a tree by its fruits.”  As we set out, I remarked that in scripture when 

things are listed, the first item and the last item on the list tend to bear extra 

weight, to be most significant.   

It is no stretch to say that love is the most important fruit of the Spirit.  

Love is the greatest thing in the world.  God is love.  Those who say they love God 

must love one another.  It may not be easy, but it is the simple, plain truth.  We 

said that love is the gateway into all the other fruits and the governor of all the 

gifts of the Spirit.  Without love we gain nothing.  Without love we are nothing.  

Amen. 

But when we get to the end of the list and find self-control, well….what can 

I say?  Self control doesn’t sound very glamorous.  It doesn’t have the star power 



of the other fruits.  It doesn’t flatter our ego in any way. In fact, the insinuation is 

that our egos will run amok without some sort of governance.  We’re smack dab 

up against the rub here.  Who’s in charge here, ego-centric me, or something or 

someone else?  If you are a Christian, you already know the answer, that is, if you 

really mean it when you say, “Jesus is Lord.”  Paul said that nobody can say Jesus 

is Lord except by the Holy Spirit.  To bear this important fruit of the Holy Spirit, 

the fruit of self-control, we are going to need to be personally, intimately 

connected to Holy Spirit who mediates to us the resurrection life of Jesus Christ.  

Self control is the fruit born as we serve the governor of God’s Kingdom, our Lord 

Jesus. 

I know by now you probably think I’m relentlessly drumming this in, but 

please permit me to run the list one last time, this time working backwards.   

Think about gentleness.  Is there any possibility of anyone being gentle that 

is personally out of control?   

Think about faithfulness.  Without the focus that comes with self control, 

how will any one of us maintain the sustained fidelity to important relationships 

and priorities and commitments that serve God and each other well?   

Think about generosity.  Without self-control to harness our innate greed, 

acquisitiveness, and consumerist hungers, how will we ever have enough left over 

to be generous to those in need?  We will spend all or most of our God given 

resources in satisfying our own ego needs and desires. Giving to the Lord’s work 

will become an onerous duty rather than a source of fulfillment.  Without self-

control we’ll simply never get around to being generous or we will adopt such a 

scarcity mentality that we will think generosity is beyond our reach.  

In similar ways, kindness, patience, and peace are all linked to and made possible 

by self-control.  Under life’s pressures, we all can be susceptible to fits of 

unkindness, impatience, and disharmony with each other and even with God. 

  Without self-control to nourish all these fruits, how will we ever know the 

joy of the Lord?  How will we ever know the inner strength that is ours as God’s 

overcoming joy is unleashed in our hearts?   



And finally, if the greatest fruit and gift of the Holy Spirit is love, how will 

we ever live a loving life of self-sacrifice without self-control?  It simply cannot be 

done.  Do you see how much is at stake? 

The good news is, that just like all the fruits of the Spirit, self-control is not 

something the self can do on its own.  And we are not on our own.  As I’ve said 

repeatedly during this series, the fruit of the Spirit is the fruit of the Spirit.  You 

manifest the fruit by being connected to Holy Spirit.  It is the same teaching given 

by Jesus when he said, “I am the vine, you are the branches.  Apart from me you 

can do nothing.  Abide in me as I abide in you.” 

So now we come to the end of this series on Holy Spirit which I hope you 

will realize is only a beginning.  We’ve scratched the surface a bit.  But my hope is 

that you have a deeper appreciation for the person, character, and ways the Holy 

Spirit works and seeks to manifest the life of God through each one of us who 

believe.   

The fruits of the Spirit are love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, 

faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  When you come across these qualities 

anywhere in this world, know that the Spirit of God is near.  Open your eyes to 

see, your ears to hear, and your hearts to receive what God has prepared for you.  

In attentive awareness, search for God in these things and you will find God.  

Knock upon the door of life in the Spirit, and the door will be opened to you.  You 

will uncover much buried treasure in the Spirit-filled, Spirit- guided, Spirit-

enriched life that is God’s promise to each one of us.  Let it be so among us.  

Amen. 


