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“The Fruit of the Spirit: Self-Control”
Genesis 45:1-15; Luke 9:51-62 November 15, 2015

Some time ago my colleague Bev McGee gave me a coffee 
mug decorated with the nine fruit of the Spirit: love, joy, 
peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, 
self-control. I believe she had more in mind with the gift than 
the decoration. On days when I am unusually frazzled, I notice 
that this particular coffee mug appears.  

We all struggle to be open to receive and to nurture the 
various gifts of the Spirit; certainly self-control is one of the 
most challenging. At the same time, self-control gives us a clear 
avenue to fulfill our calling to be faithful servants of Jesus. Self-
control is the capacity to master the self, to restrain our needs, 
desires, emotions and actions in order to obtain a greater good 
or a higher purpose. On one hand, it is a gift of the Spirit; on 
the other, it is a discipline to master.  

In Genesis, Joseph is a talented young man, but who is 
foolish enough to tell his brothers and his parents his dreams 
that he will one day rule over them. He is a favorite of his 
father’s, but he was hated by his brothers. Dressed in a long 
sleeved robe, we get the impression that he is spoiled and does 
not have to share in the hard work of his brothers.  One day 
his father sends him to check on his brothers who are far away 
tending the sheep. His brothers decide to kill him, but instead 
sell him into slavery in Egypt, where Joseph’s story is one of 
dramatic ups and downs. Eventually, Pharaoh puts him in 
charge of the state to store up grain during seven years of great 
harvest which will be followed by seven years of famine. 

All those years, Joseph waits. He could have fallen into 
despair, given into temptation, languished in prison, clung 
onto bitterness, nursed his anger and sought revenge.  Instead, 
Joseph restrains himself. He has a sense that there is a larger 
purpose for his life, a divine hand at work even in the betrayals, 
the dangers, the schemes of others. He never gives up his trust 
in God.  

 The famine drives his brothers to Egypt in search of grain. 
At first Joseph hides his identity and puts his brothers through 
several tests. He restrains his emotions, until he cannot 
contain himself any longer. He reveals his identity to his 
brothers. Releasing his emotions, Joseph declares, “And now 
do not be distressed, or angry with yourselves, because you sold 
me here; for God sent me before you to preserve life…to keep 
alive for you many survivors” (Genesis 45:5-7). Joseph learned 
to master himself so that he might serve the purposes of God.

The Spirit instills self-control in our hearts so that we might 
use our gifts to serve God. Dwight D. Eisenhower grew up 
in a modest home in Abilene, Kansas. He was one of seven 
brothers. He had a serious problem controlling his temper. 
When he was ten years old, he was not allowed to go trick-or-
treating with his older brothers. He flew into an uncontrollable 
rage. Beating his fists against a tree, he tore the flesh off his 
knuckles. His father whipped him with a hickory switch and 
sent him to bed sobbing. Later his mother came into the room 
and silently rocked in the chair next to his bed. After a long 
while she said, “He that conquers his own soul is as great as he 
who conquers a city.”  It is a paraphrase of Proverbs 16:32. She 
told him of the futility of anger and the self-destructive power 
of anger. For the rest of his life, Ike remembered that moment 
and those words. That experience helped him throughout his 
accomplished life to control his anger (p. 32, David Brooks, 
The Road to Character). 

We forget that Jesus not only grew physically, but also 
emotionally, spiritually and in his understanding of his 
mission. Luke says that Jesus “grew and became strong, filled 
with wisdom; and the favor of God was upon him” (2:40). 
A part of spiritual growth is learning self-control – learning 
when to let go and when to take hold, learning how to sacrifice 
less important desires for more important causes, learning how 
to put aside distractions and stay focused on what God wants. 

Luke tells us that when the time of Jesus’ ministry on earth 
was drawing to a close, Jesus “set his face to go to Jerusalem” 
(9:51). It is a way of saying that Jesus knew what he had to do 
and he would not let anything get in the way of his destiny. 
When a Samaritan village would not receive him, the disciples 
wanted to call down fire upon the village. Jesus knew that 
this too was a distraction. Whatever frustration or even anger 
that he may have felt, he put them aside for a greater purpose. 
Along the way to Jerusalem he met various people who wanted 
to follow him. They had good excuses why they could not drop 
everything and go. To our ears the excuses sound reasonable 
– burying a father, saying goodbye, plowing a field. Luke is 
giving us a very dramatic picture of the kind of sacrifice and 
the path of self-control that following Jesus requires.  

Each one of us here today is struggling with important things 
and situations that we are not sure how to handle. We know 
that the way we are dealing with them is draining us of our 
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energy and time and keeping us from doing what we know 
in our hearts to be most important. For some it is an interior 
struggle of the mind, heart or spirit; for others it is an outward 
pressure, trouble or demand. The Spirit is here longing to give 
us the grace we need to manage those things that press upon 
us, to discipline ourselves, and to practice self-control so that 
we may lead the life God wants us to lead.  

We recently received a letter from a young high school girl 
in Kenya. She goes to a school that has a lunch program funded 
by your gifts to the Global Interfaith partnership. She writes: 

“I am blessed with a wonderful mother. I did not have 
a father. I also lacked another essential need - food. I 
remember sharing the neighbors’ threshold with their 
dog, eyeing them at the table at mealtimes, prompted 
by hunger pangs. Of course that earned me the canine 
name [dog]. I was in lower primary. I could ignore it. In 
2007, I finished my class three. I was moving to class 4. 
This was upper primary! How could I bear the thought of 
the canine [name]? This name also applied to my mom! 
It was hurting, yet we had no food security. Trust me, 
the Emoja project school lunch program was an answer 
to my prayer… I was able to shake off the canine name. 
My mother was able to walk straight from her shameful 
stoop. My renewed self worth and confidence enabled 
me to face my fears head on in academics…. My grades 
improved. My spirit soared. I made it through primary 
school… As I look back, I can not only afford a smile but 
also a sigh of relief. Next year I will take my end of high 
school exam. I want to go straight to university. I owe it 
all to the school lunch program....”

The real name of this resilient girl, once called dog, is 
Regina - Queen. She did not let hunger or ridicule keep her 
from achieving her most important goal. Through the work 
of the Spirit and your compassionate help, she learned the 
self-control she needed to triumph over the circumstances 
of her life and grow into the beauty of her name. One day, 
Regina will make a difference in her nation. 

We struggle as a people to keep our faces fixed on God. As 
we seek to live for God, we work for peace and justice in our 
world. On Friday, that peace was shattered once again by the 
horrific acts of terrorism in Paris - acts piled on top of other 
acts of violence around the world that randomly destroy 
innocent lives, fragment communities and pour contempt 
upon what it means to be human beings created in the image 
of God. We grieve with the people of France, Syria and other 
nations who have endured so much at the hand of violent 
fanatics. Even as we express our anger and grief, we know that 
our actions cannot be fueled by our shattered emotions. The 
pursuit of peace and justice requires self-control so that we 
may act wisely and courageously as a people without losing 
sight of our ultimate goal. By self-control we discipline our 

unruly passions, reign in our scattered thinking, and come to 
embody individually and as a community all the gifts of God 
– love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness 
and gentleness. 

I would like to end this sermon with a prayer in French for 
the people of France and for us as we seek a way forward in 
this beautiful but broken world. My prayer was inspired by the 
words of Laurent Schlumberger, the president of the national 
council of the French Reformed Church (https://www.eglise-
protestante-unie.fr/).  The prayer offers these words to God:

“Lord, words fail before the horror and the absurdity 
of the massacre in Ile-de-France (Paris): the horror of the 
dozens and dozens of dead and wounded savagely killed; 
the horror of lives destroyed and families decimated; the 
absurdity of a massacre that killed blindly; the absurdity 
of a terrorist ideology that evokes a blood-thirsty god.  We 
lift before you the victims and all those who care for them.  
We lift before you the men and women in public service 
who have been mobilized and the leaders of France, our 
country and the entire world. Also, we pray that violence 
recedes from those who are blinded by fantasies of radical 
purity. Give us the courage and the discipline to cultivate 
the solidarity and unity that is so precious and so fragile. 
We give this present time and all things to you who in 
Jesus Christ accompanies us in our distress and in our 
hopes. Amen.”

“Notre Seigneur, les mots manquent, devant l’horreur 
et l’absurde de ce massacre en Ile-de-France. L’horreur de 
ces dizaines et dizaines de morts et de blessés. L’horreur 
de ces vies détruites et de ces familles décimées. L’absurde 
d’un massacre qui tue à l’aveugle. L’absurde d’une 
idéologie terroriste qui évoque un dieu assoiffé de sang. 
Nous portons devant Vous  les victimes, et toutes celles 
et ceux qui en prennent soin. Nous portons devant Vous 
les hommes et les femmes des services publics qui sont 
mobilisés, et les responsables de France, de notre pays, et le 
monde entier. Mais aussi nous prions pour que la violence 
recule chez ceux qui sont aveuglés par des fantasmes de 
pureté radicale. Donnez-nous le courage et la discipline à 
cultiver la solidarité et la fraternité, si fragiles, si précieuses. 
Nous remettons le temps présent et toute chose, à Vous 
qui en Jésus-Christ nous accompagne dans nos détresses et 
dans nos espoirs. Amen.”

In these difficult times, it is self-control that enables us to 
move forward in wisdom, courage, compassion and hope. 


