Sharpening the Skill of Self-Control #1

“Reject the Evil”

Titus 2:11-12

In 1982, then First Lady Nancy Reagan was speaking to schoolchildren in Oakland about staying drug free. One of the children raised her hand and asked Mrs. Reagan what to do if someone offered her drugs. The First Lady said, “Well, you just say no.” Reagan’s unscripted reply became the tagline for the nation’s anti-drug campaign.

“Just Say No.” That’s easy to remember, right? Yet it is not so easy to practice. Swayed by peer pressure, inner conflicts, environmental stress, poor adult modeling, or family attitudes and tensions, many people need more than a good slogan if they are to resist the pleasures and temptations that lead them into substance abuse and behavioral addictions.

Furthermore, we in America have a difficult time saying “no” to anything we really want to do! Whether it is eating, drinking, spending money, working too much, we find it hard to turn it down. The attitude of many has become, “Why fight it? Life’s too short to do without.” The phrase “Just Say No” has been replaced with “Just Do It.”
But if we want to find true satisfaction, we have to “just say no” to ourselves. Or, to put it biblically, we must deny ourselves.
 This is a part of self-control. This character trait of self-control is an important mark of maturity in a Christian’s life. As we saw in our previous message, self-control describes a person who is in control of their physical, psychological, and spiritual faculties.
 It is not being enslaved or addicted to anything.

Self-control is fruit, or evidence, of the Holy Spirit’s work in us. How does this work? Galatians 5 explains self-control as the choice to “live by the Spirit” instead of gratifying our sinful nature and its desires. But what does it mean to “live by the Spirit”? Addressing this question, Charles Price wrote,

The Spirit will not control us in the sense that He makes us do things, but He will enable us to control ourselves. There are many things that threaten to control us: our habits, greed, selfishness, and pride, but the Spirit enables us to have ourselves under control so that instead of doing what we are driven to do, we act under control.

Previously we saw the first step toward sharpening our skill of self-control was to receive the energy of the Spirit. Today we move on to step two: reject the evil around us. To a large extent, it means to “just say no.”

Avoid Evil Environments

The first step in rejecting the evil around us is to avoid evil environments. Some places are just trouble, an open invitation to trouble! One song describes it this way:

Out on the town beneath the glittering lights, ladies are loose and blue jeans are tight
Pain is her name and you can find her here, doubles of trouble and a river of tears…
Natural desire can lead a moth to the flame, a night of fire can be a crying shame
Look in her eyes, the girl is cold and alone; look in her heart and there’s nobody home.

We have all heard about acts of violence involving athletes, actors, and artists. What is a common denominator with these events? These always seem to take place outside a bar, a nightclub, or a notorious hangout. (These also usually happen in the middle of the night.) Very rarely do you hear of such violence taking place outside a library, a church, or a school. 

One example in the Bible of one who did not heed this idea is Lot, the nephew of Abraham. In Genesis 13, the Lord had blessed Abraham and Lot so much that their herdsmen were quarreling with each other over pastureland. Abraham went to Lot and said, “This land is not big enough for the two of us. I’ll give you first choice: you pick where you want to go, and I’ll go the other way.” According to Genesis 13:10-13,

Lot looked up and saw that the whole plain of the Jordan was well watered, like the garden of the Lord, like the land of Egypt, toward Zoar. (This was before the Lord destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah.) So Lot chose for himself the whole plain of the Jordan and set out toward the east. The two men parted company: Abram lived in the land of Canaan, while Lot lived among the cities of the plain and pitched his tents near Sodom. Now the men of Sodom were wicked and were sinning greatly against the Lord.
Was Lot aware of the wickedness of Sodom and Gomorrah? We can’t be sure. The text indicates that he chose that land because it looked fertile. But anyone who knows the Bible cringes when they read where Lot settled. He was in for trouble.

Samson’s life tells a similar tale. Some call Samson “a he-man with a she-problem,” but it wasn’t just the women in his life that caused issues. Judges 14 begins with Samson going down to Timnah, a town inside or near the border of Philistia, where he met a Philistine woman and wanted to marry her. Judges 15 sees Samson returning to Timnah to see his wife, though she had been given to another man after the atrocity in chapter 14. Judges 16 opens with Samson going to Gaza—a Philistine town—where he meets a prostitute. Later he met Delilah…and we all know how that ended!

If you know you have a problem controlling yourself in some area, don’t hang around the places where the problem lives! Proverbs 4:14-15 states, “Do not set foot on the path of the wicked or walk in the way of evil men. Avoid it, do not travel on it; turn from it and go on your way.” Or, as the song I referenced above says, “Take my advice while there’s time to escape and break for the door—this is a dangerous place.” The first step is to avoid evil environments.
Avoid Evil Enablers

The second step is to avoid evil enablers. Psalm 1:1 says, “Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers.” Warren Wiersbe writes, “If you follow the wrong counsel, then you will stand with the wrong companions and finally sit with the wrong crowd.”
 The psalmist has spiritual erosion in mind. The word pictures give us the concept of how easy it is for our intentions toward righteousness to slow to a standstill or a complete stop as they are worn away by the company we choose to keep.

Notice the progression of thought: initially we “walk” in the counsel of the ungodly. The word “ungodly” are people who are willfully and persistently evil.
 “Walk” is a term that suggests passing by or a casual movement along the way. We are not actively participating in their sin…yet. We’re just hanging out with them.

Next is “stand.” The Hebrew word has the idea of coming and taking one’s stand.
 No longer moving, now we have stopped with the “sinners,” those who miss the mark of God’s standards but who don’t care.
 Maybe we are not participating in their sin, but we take our stand with them. We defend their rights to do as they please. We identify with them.

Then we “sit.” This suggests a permanent settling down, an abiding, even a permanent dwelling. It is made even clearer by the use of “seat,” meaning “habitation” or “permanent residence.” Don’t miss this: The way of life is in the sphere of “the scornful,” the ones who continually make light of that which is sacred—the blasphemous crowd.

Let’s go back to Lot, Abraham’s nephew, where this progression is clearly depicted. In Genesis 13:11, we see Lot walking—“So Lot chose for himself the whole plain of the Jordan and set out toward the east. The two men parted company.” Then in verse 12 we see that “Lot lived among the cities of the plain and pitched his tents near Sodom.” No longer on the move, Lot settles in and identifies with the people of Sodom. Then, in Genesis 19:1 we read, “The two angels arrived at Sodom in the evening, and Lot was sitting in the gateway of the city.” Now he is sitting among them.

I am not saying that Lot became as wicked as the men of Sodom and Gomorrah. Had he done so, I’m sure he would have been swallowed up when God’s judgment fell. But he lost everything he owned because of the evil environment where he lived and the evil enablers he surrounded himself with.

Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 15:33, “Do not be misled: ‘Bad company corrupts good character.’” This is still true. Because of our inward depravity, evil influences on the outside will pull us down quicker than positive influences will lift us up. 

“Ah, but Jesus hung out with prostitutes and sinners!” you say. Yes, He did. But at no time did He endorse their lifestyles or participate in their sin. Jesus said in Luke 5:31-32, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.” He could lift them up without being pulled down.
Avoid Evil Enticements 

As much as we may try, however, we cannot always avoid evil environments and enablers. Where we live or work or attend school may fall into that category; we may work with the wicked, sinners, and mockers. What can we do then?

The final step in rejecting the evil is to avoid evil enticements. Sometimes we have to “just say no.” Think this is too simplistic, too naïve? Paul wrote in Titus 2:11-12, “For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say ‘No’ to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age.” These verses, along with verses 13-14 which comprise one continuous sentence in the Greek text, have been called “the theological core of Titus” where the apostle lays a foundation of truth upon which the preceding instructions rest.

Here the grace of God has an educative purpose, for it is almost personified as a teacher who is “instructing us.” The present tense points to continuous instruction. There is never a time in our Christian life and growth that we attain a plateau and cease to keep learning of grace.
 Note that we receive both negative and positive instruction. In other words, we are taught what not to do and what we should do instead.
 Grace grows us in godliness and increases our victory over sin.

What is to be denied? It is the way of this world. “Ungodliness” is a general reference to all that is anti-God. “Worldly passions” are the sinful impulses that express themselves through the body. Together these two expressions summarize the old life, the life natural to the inhabitants of this world before they have the knowledge of God.
 The world craves wealth as a means of power, self-gratification, or validation. Grace instructs the believer to enjoy wealth as a gift from God. Grace trains us to avoid desiring the things the world desires and to avoid craving anything with worldly motives.

The goal of God’s curriculum is the living of a new life. After the old way has been abandoned, what then? If Christianity ended there, it would consist of a life of avoidance. We could sum it up with a divine “Thou shalt not.” But the focus in this passage (and above in vv. 1–10) is actually on “being” or “living,” and a far more appropriate and positive summary is “Thou shalt.”
The new life is described as “self-controlled” and “upright.” “Self-control” is to be exercised over the impulses and sensual desires common to human life. “Uprightness” is a more general description of observable “rightness” in all aspects of life.
 Right here, right now, God’s grace operates to make us the kind of people who live the kind of lives that honor God and benefit others and ourselves. The grace of God extends the power not just to rescue us from an evil world, but to transform us in the midst of it.

Is the secret to self-control to “just say no”? Is the Christian life measured only by what we don’t do? No, there is more to it than that. If we hope to say no to evil we must first receive the energy of the Holy Spirit. He enables us to refuse temptations. Rejecting the evil is one step but it is not the only step. As we will see next week, unless we replace the evil with good, we endanger the very self-control we seek to attain.

“Just Say No” is not the whole picture of self-control.

But it’s a good start.
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