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The press made a lot of hay last week over the revelation that the seventeen-year-old daughter of Sarah Palin, the Republican Vice-Presidential nominee and family values candidate, was five months pregnant by another student and that the two would eventually marry.  While some tried to turn this into a huge political issue, wiser heads said that it was a personal matter that was best left up to the families themselves to deal with.  More than anything, I think it was another reminder of regardless how religious we may appear or how high our ideals may be, we are still human beings with real struggles going on deep inside each one of us.  In spite of our best intentions, we all find ourselves less than satisfactorily living up to the kinds of standards we set for ourselves.  At heart, we remain mysterious and complex creatures, still governed by powerful impulses that often get in the way of our nice neat theologies and moral commitments.  

St. Paul understood this all-too well.  He tells us in Romans how he loved the Law of God and delighted in it both day and night.  Yet, there was another law at work in his members, a carnal or fleshly one that warred against everything God was instructing him.  This struggle tormented him continuously to the point he cried out in despair, “O wretched man that I am!  Who will deliver me from this body of sin and death?”  Yes, not even the greatest proponent of the early Church found he could live above and beyond the passions of his flesh.  There is a contradiction always at work in us, that though we are all created in the image of God, we are NOT God; that as Christians, we constantly live with one foot in heaven and the other squarely planted here on earth and the tension between the two is never easily overcome.  Paul also knew that unless we were able to get our lives under some kind of control, those lawless passions could eventually destroy us and undermine whatever Christian witness we may have.  
Here in Galatians 5, Paul reminds the early Church that they have some help from God in dealing with their divided nature.  The last but not least of the nine fruits of the Holy Spirit he lists for them is “self-control.”  The word he uses--enkrateia–means “possessing power, strong, self-controlled.”  Self-control refers to the mastery of one’s desires and impulses, and it involves a combination of will, commitment, courage, and taking responsibility.  It is something we are taught as children and what we must exercise as adults to lead healthy and happy lives.  But as we know, exercising self-control does not come easy.  Humanly speaking, we are too often inclined to act on our emotions and desire for instant gratification rather than doing what will be best for us in the long run.  Along with the usual list of compulsions, addictions, obsessions, and other self-destructive behaviors that afflict us, our lack of self-control is demonstrated over and over again in the way we overeat, procrastinate, our impulsive buying habits, abusive relationships, and rampant misuse of drugs and alcohol.  

When the BIBLE uses the term, it is a reference to obedience, submission, and sinless living.  Paul tells the church in Rome that the carnal mind is enmity against God.  This is the force each Christian must contend with and overcome, and the means we have been given to accomplish this is the power of self-denial and self-control.  To emphasize his point, he often uses the metaphor of the runner from the Grecian games as an example of how we as Christians are to live.  In his epistle to the Corinthians, Paul writes: 

Do you not know that in a race all the runners compete, but only one receives the prize?  So run that you may obtain it.  Every athlete exercises self-control in all things.  They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable.  Well, I do not run aimlessly, I do not box as one beating the air; but I pommel my body and subdue it, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified.
For Paul, life is like a magnificent foot race; it is a grueling marathon that needs to be run with every bit of our intelligence and skill and patience.  There are no short-cuts allowed, no spiritual steroids to give someone any kind of advantage.  As the Olympic athletes trained for their race, so must WE as the people of God train for ours; as they exercised their bodies, so must WE exercise our souls.  In other words, we need a renewed intensity, a renewed commitment, a renewed love if we're ever going to complete the race set before us.  The race course, LIKE LIFE ITSELF, is filled with many peaks and valleys and treacherous turns which if we’re not prepared for, we’ll soon be overwhelmed by its difficulties and challenges and find ourselves crippled by the side of the road instead.
Ask Michael Phelps with his nine gold medals how he conditioned himself to become the greatest Olympian in history and he will tell you about his rigorous physical program with its rigid schedule.  He’ll tell you how he had to awaken every day before sunrise, eat a calorie-rich breakfast, and then fill his morning with certain prescribed exercises.  After another planned lunch, he had to continue his training- a strict regimen requiring him to push his body to its utmost limit.  After his specially prepared dinner, it was then time for bed so his body could rest and recuperate in preparation for doing it all over again the next day.  This was his life--day in and day out, month after month, year after year--and it involved denying himself many of the pleasures others his age have enjoyed in order to maintain his focus.  He, more than anyone, knows that whoever is serious about winning HAS to be willing to makes such sacrifices if he or she will have any chance of fulfilling his or her dream.  

Of course, we can become SO focused on winning, so intent on success, that we lose sight of what’s REALLY important in life.  We can lose all perspective and forget that’s life’s really not about winning AT ALL but in developing loving, meaningful relationships with each other and with God and in that way, EVERYBODY wins.  Some years ago, G. Gordon Liddy of Watergate break-in fame and currently a national radio talkshow host came out with his autobiography entitled Will.  It caused quite a stir when it was published.  In it, he detailed the extremes he went to marshal his will and to bring his mind and body under his personal control.  He told how he used to take his kids to see Leni Reifenstahl’s Nazi propaganda movie “The Triumph of the Will.”  When he was a kid himself, he went to insane ends to test his will-power.  He stood in front of approaching trains, telling himself he would not die because “I am a machine too.”  During lightning storms, in order to demonstrate to himself the power of his will, he would climb onto tall trees and yell, “Kill me! Kill me!”  He even trained himself to kill animals in anticipation of becoming a brutal soldier.  He described beheading chickens with glee: “I killed and killed and killed, and finally I could kill efficiently and without emotion or thought.  I was satisfied: when it came my turn to go to war, I would be ready.  I could kill as I could run–like a machine.”  I think Jesus spoke to such misguided fanaticism when he said, “What does it profit a person to win the entire world and yet lose his soul in the process?”
But Paul doesn’t just stress the importance of commitment and discipline in the spiritual life.  He knows that in our own strength, we wouldn’t NEARLY possess the capability to accomplish such an arduous achievement.  The second part of his argument is that the power, the ability to “run the good race” and to “fight the good fight” does not lie within oneself and one’s efforts.  He clearly understood just how weak and undisciplined we human beings are because he was all-too aware of his OWN frailty and weakness.  For him, nothing could be more delusional or self-defeating than to think that all we have to do is dig down deeply into our hidden core to find that steely strength we need to achieve great things in our lives.  You would never find HIM looking for solace and inspiration from those famous lines from Invictus, “I am the master of my fate; I am the captain of my soul” as Timothy McVeigh did while being led to his execution for his part in the Oklahoma City bombing.
In fact, a lot of people mistakenly assume that the maxim “God helps those who help themselves” comes straight out of the Bible when it was actually Benjamin Franklin who came up with the saying in his Poor Richard’s Almanac.  A century later, in 1859, Samuel Smiles published the very first personal-development book entitled Self-Help.  Its opening sentence was “Heaven helps those who help themselves,” a variation of Ben Franklin’s.  Since then, the “self-improvement” market with its assortment of infomercials, mail-order catalogs, holistic institutes, books, audio cassettes, motivational speaker seminars, the personal coaching market, weight-loss and stress-management programs has grown to where it will gross over eleven billion dollars this year alone.  People are always looking for easy answers to difficult personal problems, and self-help books and programs with their simple pseudo-scientific assertions continue to exert a tremendous appeal.  This has led Christopher Buckley in his book God is My Broker to quip, “The only way to actually GET rich from a self-help book is to WRITE one.”
In contrast to Ben Franklin, the Bible espouses a completely DIFFERENT philosophy, one that doesn’t say, “God helps those who help themselves,” but rather “God helps those who are HELPLESS!”  The Apostle Paul knew such helplessness first-hand and realized that what he was unable to accomplish by utilizing his personal will could only be achieved with the help of someone, something OUTSIDE himself.  What he could not find deep within himself he would later discover in the presence of Jesus Christ in his life through the Holy Spirit.  

Friends, our usual first line of attack in dealing with the sin in our lives and the incorrigible habits we’ve developed is to rely on our willpower and self-determination.  Whatever the issue for us may be--anger, bitterness, gluttony, pride, sexual lust, drugs, alcohol, fear–we say to ourselves that we’ll never do it again.  We pray against it; we fight against it; we set our will against it.  But it’s all in vain, and sometimes we become SO discouraged and SO depressed that we give up entirely trying to moderate our lives.  One Christian author has rightly said, “As soon as you resist mentally any undesirable or unwanted circumstance, you thereby endow it with more power- power which it will use against you, and you will have depleted your own resources to that exact extent.”  Another has concluded, “As long as we think we can save ourselves by our own will power, we will only make the evil in us stronger than ever.”  Regardless how hard we try, willpower has no defense against the unguarded moment when we find ourselves slipping back into destructive thoughts and careless habits.  
The only answer that is NOT self-defeating is to discover where it was that Paul himself found deliverance- in the comforting fact that God has cleansed and forgiven us and then imparted to us his personal presence in the form of the Holy Spirit.  It is to know that our God loves us with an everlasting love and that NOTHING will ever separate us from either his presence or his love.  THAT, church, is all the incentive you or I will ever need to turn our lives around and to begin living for him instead of serving our flesh.  It is to experience his marvelous grace- the knowledge that because he never stops forgiving us, there is always an opportunity for a new beginning, the chance to start all over again with a fresh, clean slate.  It is realizing that only when we despair of ourselves and our own efforts can God then step in and provide us with HIS efforts, HIS strength so that self-control then becomes GOD-control. 
Only THEN can we begin to cultivate our spiritual lives through those disciplines which are so essential to Christian growth- disciplines such as prayer and regular Bible reading and personal reflection; only THEN will we, like the Psalmist, declare that our highest joy is to worship God in the midst of his people, and that being in the house of the Lord on Sunday mornings is the high point of our week and our ultimate delight; only THEN can we use those spiritual gifts God has endowed us with to be used in one of the ministries of our church- whether it is helping out with Sunday School or singing in the choir, acting as a greeter or agreeing to serve on one of our church committees when asked; only THEN will our love and concern for people extend beyond that of our own family and friends to encompass the larger world around us, to embrace persons much different and less fortunate than ourselves; only THEN, in the model of our Lord, will our feet walk in the way of peace and our commitment be towards greater social justice in our society.  Then, like the great Apostle, we will no longer say, “O wretched man that I am!  Who will deliver me from this body of death?”  Rather, it will be “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!  There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.  For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free from the law of sin and death.”  Let us pray...
Dear Lord, loving Father, thank you for giving us freedom- the freedom to choose what kind of person we will be.  Help us to opt for what is good and to follow in the way of Jesus.  May we show the fruit of your Spirit- in our lives.  In your Son’s name we pray.  Amen.
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