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UNDERSTAND THE STRATEGY PART 5 
“DEVELOPING SELF-CONTROL” 

 
In the battle for mastery over your passions and appetites, you must cultivate self-

control.  Many of the sins that we face as Christians can be overcome if we can develop 
this.  A lack of this fruit of the Spirit results in unbridled chaos and tyranny in your soul.  
On the other hand, the pathway to liberty is through discipline.   
 
WHAT IS SELF-CONTROL? 
 
self-con·trol (slfkn-trl) 
n.  

“Control of one's emotions, desires, or actions by one's own will.”1 

 
Jerry Bridges – “Self-control is the believer’s wall of defense against the sinful desires 
that wage war in against his soul.”2 
 
D. G. Kehl – “the ability to avoid excess, to stay within reasonable bounds.”3 
 
Bethune – “The healthful regulation of our desires and appetites, preventing their 
excess.”4 
 
John MacArthur – To avoid evil by staying within the bounds of God’s law.”5 
 

A WORD STUDY ON SELF-CONTROL 
 

There are approximately seven words in the Bible, including the Hebrew and 
Greek for self-control.   It can be translated “temperate, self-controlled, or sensible.”  The 
basic meaning has the root from “power or lordship over something or someone.  It also 
means to be inwardly strong.”  6  Its most general meaning is “to exercise complete 
control over one’s desires and actions, to control oneself, to exercise self- control, self-
control.” 

                                                           
1 www.dictionary.com 
 
2 Jerry Bridges, The Practice of Godliness (Colorado Springs: Navpress, 1983), 131. 
 
3 Ibid, quoted p. 132. 
 
4 Ibid, quoted p. 132. 
 
5 John MacArthur, The Pillars of Christian Character (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 1998), 138. 
 
6  Grundmann, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, Vol. 2, ed. Gerhard Kittel (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964), p. 339-342.  
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“An adequate rendering of the expression ‘to exercise self-control’ may require an 
idiomatic equivalent, for example, ‘to hold oneself in,’ ‘to command oneself,’ ‘to be a 
chief of oneself,’ ‘to make one’s heart be obedient,’ ‘to command one’s own desires,’ ‘to 
be the master of what one wants,’ or ‘to say No to one’s body.’” 7 

Another distinct meaning of the word in the Greek has the shade of meaning “to 
be sober,’ [and] to behave with restraint and moderation, thus not permitting excess - ‘to 
be self- controlled, to be restrained, to be moderate in one’s behavior.”  This also has a 
broader range of soberness or sobriety, namely, restraint and moderation that avoids 
excess in passion, rashness, or confusion.”8  This refers to a state of mind that governs the 
person, not a feeling or emotion.   

This person who is self-controlled in able to use sound judgment to control his 
appetites and desires.  This is essential to self-control because it tells us the boundaries of 
moderation and restraint.  It draws the proverbial line between excess and enough, when 
we have had enough or gone too far. 

The emphasis in the New Testament is for the Christian who desires to master 
himself and his passions, but not by himself and in his own strength.  Rather, He desires 
to be mastered by the Holy Spirit whose power brings the believer more fully under 
submission to the Lordship of Christ.  
 
Note the explanations of self-control offered by the following men: 
 
Jerry Bridges – “The exercise of inner strength under the direction of sound judgment 
that enables us to do, think, and say the things that are pleasing to God.”9 
 
John MacArthur – “The ability to regulate one’s conduct by principle and sound 
judgment rather than by impulse, desire, or social custom.”10 
 
Biblically Defined - It is the fight to restrain and master your inward passions and 
appetites to indulge in sinful gratification, and the choice to be satisfied in God and His 
provision.   

 
WHY DO WE NEED SELF-CONTROL? 

 
1. Our passions tend towards evil.  
 
 James 1:14-15  

 

                                                           
7  Louw, Johannes P. and Nida, Eugene A., Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament based on 

Semantic Domains, (New York: United Bible Societies) 1988, 1989. 
 
8  Ibid. 
 
9  Jerry Bridges, The Practice of Godliness (Colorado Springs: Navpress), 134. 
 
10  Mac Arthur, 137. 
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The key to defining self-control is the understanding that your inward passions 
and appetites will naturally gravitate towards sinful indulgences. God has given us “all 
things richly to enjoy” (1 Tim. 6:17) and to be “gratefully shared in by those who know 
and believe the truth” (1 Tim. 4:3).   The problem though is that, because we are sinful, 
and left unrestrained, we will tend towards using those things given to us by God to 
gratify ourselves, finding satisfaction in God’s gifts rather than in God.    

 
2. Our souls are in a war against the passions of the flesh. 
 
 Gal. 5:17-21 
 
 
 1 Pet. 2:11 

 
 
The residual effects of the fall that remain with the believer until heaven leave the 

soul entangled in a conflict of passion vs. principle.  The new man within the Christian 
strives to emerge dominant over the sinful tendencies and passions that abide with him to 
pull him into sin.  This is the source of most passions and appetites within a believer.   

 
3. Our passions are deceitful.  
 
 Eph. 4:22 

 
 
We can never trust that our “feelings” will lead us in the right direction.  If we are 

to be godly, then we must be led by something other than our passions and appetites.  If 
you live your life always doing only what you “feel” like, you can never arrive at the 
place where you are satisfied in God.  Your flesh NEVER wants to please God, so you 
cannot trust it; but your renewed inner soul does (see Romans 7:14-25) want to give God 
glory.  Self-control is the key to restraining your passions from their natural course and 
liberating your soul to be led by God.   

 
4. Our hearts have been transformed, while unbelievers have no true self-control.   

 
There is one kind of self-control that unbelievers can have, being compelled by 

external motives. They mean that you must look within yourself to find the resources to 
control yourself.  But when we say self-control, we mean more than just exerting enough 
willpower in your flesh to resist and overcome.  We mean making a conscious choice to 
pursue satisfaction in God, a motive which unbelievers know nothing about.   

How do the following verses describe the unbeliever and his lack of internal 
restraint against sin and his passions? 

 
 
 Phil. 3:18-19 
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 2 Tim. 3:1-4  

 
 

 2 Pet. 2:12-15 
 

 
 Rom. 8:7-8 

 
 

 Rom. 16:17-18 
 
 
WHAT ARE WE SUPPOSED TO CONTROL? 
 

1. Our Thoughts  

 Phil. 4:8  

 Psa. 19:14 (cf. Psa. 139:2) 

2. Our Eyes 

 Gen. 3:6 

 Job. 31:1 

 Psa. 101:3 

3. Our Body  

 1 Thess. 4:4 

4. Our Tongue 

 James 3:1-12 

5. Our Emotions11 

 Prov. 16:32 

 Prov. 25:28 

 

                                                           
11 See the attached sheet at the end called, “How Should we Understand our Emotions Biblically?” for a 
further discussion on the reliability of emotions. 
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HOW DO WE DEVELOP SELF-CONTROL? 
 

1. Believe the Gospel  
 
 Acts 24:25 

 
 Matt. 16:24-26 
 

2. Daily Submit your Passions to the Lordship of Christ  
 

 Luke 9:23 

 1 Cor. 6:19-20 
 

3. Saturate your Mind in the Word of God.  (sets the boundaries) 
 
 2 Tim. 3:16-17 

 
 2 Pet. 1:3-6 
 

4. Depend on the Holy Spirit  
 

 Gal. 5:22-23 

 Eph. 3:16, 20 
 
5. Pray to God for Deliverance 
 

 Luke 22:40, 46 

 Psa. 50:15 
 
6. Deny Your Passions the Opportunity to Roam  

 
 Rom. 13:14 

 
7. Refuse to be Mastered by Anything 
 

 1 Cor. 6:12-13 
 
8. Flee the Temptation to Lust  

 
 2 Tim. 2:22 

 Prov. 27:12 
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9. Practice Thankfulness, Contentment, and Gratitude 
 
 1 Tim. 4:3 

 
 1 Tim. 6:6-11 

 
 Eph. 5:18-20 
 
 Isa. 63:7 

 Phil. 4:9-13 
 
 
10. Replace Satisfaction in Indulgence with Satisfaction in God 
 

 Psa. 63:1-5 

 1 Tim. 6:17 

 1 Cor. 9:24-27 (Pursue the Prize of being satisfied in glorifying God: 
1) Intensely; 2) Diligently; 3) Purposefully; and 4) Carefully.) 

 
 1 Cor. 10:31 
 

11. Exercise Faith in the Promises of God over the Promises of Sin  
 
 Psa. 16:11 
 
 Heb. 11:24-25   

 
12. Enlist Discipleship and Accountability for Help from Spiritual Leaders 
 

 Titus 1:8 

 Titus 2:2, 5, and 6 

 Heb. 10:24-25 
 
 

TRUTH IN THE LIFE 
 
What does self-control look like for you?   
 
What are the areas in your life that need the most attention?  (Circle them) 
 

Thoughts  Eyes  Body  Tongue       Emotions 
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Which of the previous 12 principles of overcoming your passions are you going to focus 
yourself on in order to become self-controlled?   
 
A final thought from Richard Baxter,  

When you come where baits of lust abound, where women, and plays, and feasts, and drunkard’s 
are the devil’s snares, and tinder, and bellows, to inflame your lusts, you may then find to your 
sorrow, that you had need of watchfulness, and that all is not mortified that is asleep or quiet in 
you.  As a man that goeth with a candle among gunpowder, or near thatch, should never be 
careless, because he goeth in continual danger; so you that are young, and have naturally eager 
appetites and lusts, should remember that you carry fire and gunpowder still about you, and are 
never out of danger while you have such an enemy to watch.   
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HOW SHOULD WE UNDERSTAND OUR EMOTIONS BIBLICALLY? 
 
1. Emotions are created by God.  He made us with the ability to express ourselves, 

and bring Him glory.  Since He made them, He desires that we look to Him in His 
Word to see how we are to use them (Psa. 119:73). 

 
2. Emotions respond to the mind.  That is, they give vent and expression to the heart 

and mind.   
 
3. Emotions are fallen because of sin. 
 Because the image of God in man was perverted at the fall, every area in the life 

of man became tainted by sin, including the heart and the emotions which follow.   
 Man had a sinful heart and sinful emotional responses.  His sinful heart gave 

occasion for sinful expressions. 
 For example, a sinfully angry heart will fume with emotional rage.  If this goes 

unchecked, the man’s rational capacities will give way to a fit of unbridled 
violence until his sinful heart is satisfied and his emotional resources are 
exhausted.  

 
4. Emotions are therefore an unreliable guide. 
 They fade because they are temporal, not permanent. 
 They are finite and limited. 
 They are only an indicator of the thoughts of the mind, which might be 

misinformed. 
 Because they are fallen, they are also fleshly and fickle, constantly vascilating and 

changing.   
 Furthermore, it is possible to fake them.  Many a person living in sin has come 

into worship with tears and emotions, while living throughout the week in 
unrepentant sin.  This is the guise of the Pharisees in Matthew 6:1-18. 

 If emotions are a guide, then one will live life groping for the next emotional 
experience deeper than the last. 

 Obedience to Truth is the only reliable guide for our spiritual life - 2 Peter 1, 
because that is the standard set by Scripture for measuring the health of our souls 
- John 14:15. 

 
5. Sinful emotions should be forsaken and replaced.   
 A person who is bitter and angry, filled with adrenaline and passion should repent 

of the heart sin and also its manifestation.  A person who is sinfully anxious and 
fearful should repent of the heart sin of selfishness and put on trust and peace = 
the fruit of the Spirit.  This might be difficult at first, but the Holy Spirit will 
enable the man/woman to ride dominant over his/her emotions with self-control = 
another fruit of the Spirit.   

 
6. Emotions are not to be blamed for heart sins.  Many times what is called an 

emotional response that could not be helped is really the manifestation of sinful heart 
conditions which must be forsaken.   
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7. There are sometimes, because of physiological hormonal imbalances, or any 
other combination of factors, our emotions can begin to lead us.  On such an 
occasion, 1 Cor. 10:13 and 2 Cor. 12:7-10 must be relied upon for strength to remain 
faithful and self-controlled in order to be led by the Spirit instead.  God’s grace is 
sufficient, and even though very difficult at times, there is never an excuse to abdicate 
control of our lives or sin.  A physician, not a psychiatrist, can usually aid certain 
clearly physiological problems. 

 
8. Sinful emotions come from the flesh of the redeemed man.  In other words, even 

though we are in Christ, we can still expect that sinful emotions will rise and these 
will not be pleasing to God.  Sometimes we will not feel like obeying God, but must 
repent of this, appeal to God to strengthen our inner man to dominate these fleshly 
tendencies. The inner man should override sinful emotions. 

 
9. God desires to be glorified in our emotions - 1 Cor. 10:31; Matt. 22:37 (“love God 

with all of your heart (emotionally), soul (spiritually), mind (intellectually), strength 
(physically).”)  We should therefore strive to obey God from the heart (Rom. 6:17), 
and trust Him to influence our whole person with joy in Him, allowing the emotions 
to properly express what is in our hearts.  The goal is not to seek an emotional 
experience, but to engage our hearts in God, and ask Him to make our emotions 
pleasing.   

 
10. If the proper emotions do not eventually come, a heart examination should 

ensue.  If I never have godly emotions that flow into my life that are pleasing to God, 
then I ought to examine whether my heart has truly been engaged in God and His 
Word.   

 


