Sharpening the Skill of Self-Control #4

“Repeat the Exercise”

selected Scriptures

This morning we wrap up our series, “Sharpening the Skill of Self-Control.” I do not want to give the impression, however, that self-control is a simple matter than can be achieved in a few steps that will carry you for the rest of your life. I am reminded of a quote often attributed to Winston Churchill, “Success is not final, failure is not fatal: it is the courage to continue that counts.”
 Self-control is a lifestyle that will see both success and failure, neither of which should be considered permanent.

Furthermore, self-control is not “pulling yourself up by your own boot straps.” It is not overcoming one bad habit only to replace it with another bad habit. It is saying, “no” to a negative habit so that you can say, “yes” to a positive habit. But even more than that, self-control is a gift from God, empowering you to fulfill the will of God. It is what the Holy Spirit does in you when you yield your will to His will.

From the outset of this series we have seen the role of the Holy Spirit in self-control. He provides the power for true change as self-control is a component of the fruit of the Spirit listed in Galatians 5:22-23. So we must first receive the energy of the Holy Spirit for self-control to be a reality. Self-control is a product of the Spirit-controlled life.

Each of us does have a role in self-control, though. We must reject the evil all around us. Titus 2:11-12 tells us, “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.” The second half of verse 12 gives the flip side of the coin: we must replace the evil with good.
Where do we go from there? This morning we conclude, not with the next step, but with the recurring steps: repeat the exercise. Instead of saying, “Just Do It,” we are saying, “Just Keep On Doing It,” with some helpful tips to keep in mind.

Be Realistic in the Face of Dreaming

The first is, be realistic in the face of dreaming. Whether we are targeting a specific practice or want to exercise self-control in general, we may approach it with idealistic fantasies, such as, “This will be easy,” or “I will just ‘let go and let God’ and He will do it for me.” Sadly, neither of those approaches is realistic. 

While we rely on the energy of the Holy Spirit, we also must put in the work. That begins with a plan. Most of us don’t plan to fail, we fail to plan.
 When we fail to plan, though, we are planning to fail! This plan must have goals and objectives. Some folks use those words interchangeably, but I see the goal as the destination (where we want to end up) and the objectives are the directions (how we get there). We need both!

Having goals in our lives is important. Without goals we tend to drift, carried along by circumstances or by others’ agendas. Goals give us something to shoot for. Goals keep us moving forward when we feel like giving up. They are like magnets that pull us forward and give us hope.
 

What would be a good goal for our lives? Paul provides one in 2 Corinthians 5:9, “So we make it our goal to please him, whether we are at home in the body or away from it.” I looked up this verse in the original Greek, and there is no Greek term corresponding to “goal” in this verse. But in my research I came across another verse using “goal,” in 1 Peter 1:9, “For you are receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls.” This verse does use a Greek word translated “goal,” the term telos. That word comes from a Greek root tello, meaning “to set out for a definite point or goal” carrying the connotation of a result or a purpose.
 (By the way, this is the same term in Romans 10:4, “Christ is the end [telos] of the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes.”)
Setting goals is important, but setting the right kind of goals is more important. If you think of the New Year’s Resolutions many make as goals, why do so many fail? Often these “goals”, while well intentioned, are not realistic. They set us up for failure and discouragement.

A model for goals popular today is the acronym SMART, which stands for Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, and Time-Bound. Let’s look at each one.

Specific goals are those that are clear and unambiguous. This is where you tell your brain exactly what is expected and why it is important. Paul modeled this in 1 Corinthians 9:26: “Therefore I do not run like someone running aimlessly; I do not fight like a boxer beating the air.”
Measurable emphasizes the need for tangible benchmarks. If a goal is not measurable, it is not possible to know whether you are making progress toward it. Measuring your progress helps you stay on track and keeps you excited. A measurable goal will usually answer questions such as “how much? By when?”

Attainable means the goals need to be realistic, even though dreams can be big. Extreme goals usually invite failure and frustration. When you identify goals that are most important to you, your brain begins to figure out ways to make them come true. At the same time, you must also realize that attainable doesn’t mean only the goals you can accomplish in your own power. Goals can stretch your faith and affirm your trust in God. If you can do it in your own power, then you don’t really need any faith. Saddleback Church is the story of ordinary people setting and attempting big goals in faith and then watching God do it.

Relevant means you choose goals that matter. Being relevant means your goals are relevant to God and bring him glory. Any goal that brings you closer to him and makes you want to serve him and others is a goal that matters.

Time-bound stresses the importance of attaining the goal within a certain time frame. A commitment to a deadline helps you focus your efforts on completion of the goal on or before the due date. Time-bound criteria help you focus your efforts.

Be Resolved in the Face of Difficulty

In addition to being realistic, we must be resolved in the face of difficulty. Self-control is not easy because it is not natural. Because we are sinners, self-control goes against the grain of our character. 

Habits aren’t instincts; they’re acquired actions or reactions. They don’t just happen; they are caused. Most people allow their habits to control them.
 Some habits are the result of childhood experiences. Family and friends have a powerful influence on us. But as we grow older, we decide for ourselves the values and behaviors we want to incorporate into our lives. No longer a child, we do not have to be controlled by the attitudes and actions of others. We can choose to develop and demonstrate good habits that are desirable and pleasing to God. As Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 13:11, “When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put the ways of childhood behind me.”

Once we make the choice to build a good habit, the work has only just begun. After that comes a life of continually deciding to grow and maintaining the right outlook. Attitudes have a tendency to revert back to their original patterns if they are not carefully guarded and cultivated. As we work to improve our attitudes, we must recognize that there are three stages of change we must deliberately choose the right attitude:

Early Stage: The first few days are always the most difficult. Old habits are hard to break. We must continually be on guard mentally to take the right action.

Middle Stage: The moment good habits begin to take root, options open that bring on new challenges. During this stage, new habits will form that can be good or bad. The good news is that the more right choices and habits we develop, the more likely other good habits will be formed.

Later Stage: In the later stage, complacency is the enemy. We all know someone (perhaps us) who lost weight only to fall back into old eating habits and gain it back. We can’t let down our guard until the change is complete. And even then, we must be vigilant and make sure we don’t fall into old negative habits.

Here’s the bottom line: You are the only one who can determine what you will think and how you will act. And that means you can make your attitude what you want it to be. But even if you succeed and become a positive person, that won’t shield you from negative experiences.
 That is why we need to be resolved in the face of difficulty.

Breaking free of an old habit is not a quick or easy task. Just as it takes time to develop a habit, it takes even more time to break it and establish a new habit. If it is true that we are creatures of habit, as the familiar saying goes, then we are establishing new or practicing old habits on a continuous basis—and sadly we do so often on a subconscious level.

Be Resilient in the Face of Defeat

Finally, we need to be resilient in the face of defeat. Not to be discouraging, but we are going to fail in our pursuit of self-control. In fact, it seems that failure tends to be more public than success. Or at least that’s what we perceive it to be. We fret it, we try to avoid it, and we question ourselves every time we have unconventional ideas. But the simple truth is: no great success was ever achieved without failure. It may be one epic failure or a series of failures—such as Edison’s 10,000 attempts to create a light bulb or Dyson’s 5,126 attempts to invent a bagless vacuum cleaner. But, whether we like it or not, failure is a necessary steppingstone to achieving our dreams.

I began with the quote, “Success is not final, failure is not fatal: it is the courage to continue that counts.” Legendary basketball coach John Wooden added, “Failure isn’t fatal, but failure to change might be.”

The moment we are born, we are guaranteed to fail. The Bible says that we “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23). We are born sinful into a sinful world. Failure is common to all humankind. Because we can’t insulate ourselves from failure, what matters most is not how we fail but how we respond to failure. Some of us, when we fail, become angry at God. Others blame coworkers, parents, neighbors, or teachers. We may give up. We may give in to self-pity. Or we may learn from our failures.
 Popular speaker Zig Ziglar said, “It’s not how far you fall, but how high you bounce that counts.”

Psychologist, Martin E. Seligman investigated why some people bounce back after failure and why others get depressed and stay that way. After years of painstaking research, he surmised that the nature of the failure or the events themselves were unrelated to how a person recovered. The predicting factors were the beliefs people held about the failure. In his book Learned Optimism, Seligman describes three belief patterns that differentiate people who bounce back from those who do not.

Permanent or Temporary “People who give up easily believe the causes of the bad events that happen to them are permanent: The bad events will persist, will always be there to affect their lives,” explains Seligman. Beliefs like this are characterized by terms like always or never. “I never do well on math tests,” a student could tell himself. But people who bounce back view failure as temporary. “I didn’t do well on this particular math test” is temporary, about one situation at one point in time.

Universal or Specific “Some people can put their troubles neatly into a box and go about their lives even when one important aspect of it—their job, for example, or their love life—is suffering. Others bleed all over everything. They catastrophize. When one thread of their life snaps, the whole fabric unravels,” writes Seligman.

He explains that people who make universal explanations for their failure give up on everything, while those who give specific explanations keep going. When a parent blows up at her children, she could explain it by saying, “I am a terrible mother.” Or she could conclude that she behaved poorly in that one situation and move on.

Internal or External Seligman writes: “When bad things happen, we can blame ourselves (internalize) or we can blame other people (externalize). People who blame themselves when they fail…think they are worthless, talentless, unlovable. People who blame external events do not lose self-esteem when bad events strike.” Although it sounds like the author proposes that we blame others for our troubles, what he is saying is much more subtle. Externalizing failure actually allows a person to acknowledge failure. A person who lost money on investments could conclude, “I’m stupid” (internalize) or, “The stock market is volatile right now” (externalize). While we must accept our responsibility in our failures, we must also avoid taking responsibility for circumstances over which we had no control.

Every successful person is someone who failed, yet never regarded himself as a failure.
 Thomas Edison, who claimed to have failed ten thousand times in trying to invent the light bulb, said, “I have not failed. I’ve just found 10,000 ways that won’t work.”

All achievers have the ability to bounce back after an error, mistake, or failure. Life is a series of outcomes. Sometimes the outcome is what you want. Great. Figure out what you did right. Sometimes the outcome is what you don’t want. Great. Figure out what you did so you don’t do it again.

The key to bouncing back is found in your attitude toward the outcome. Achievers are able to keep moving forward no matter what happens. And that’s made possible because they remember that failure does not make them failures. No one should take mistakes personally. That’s the best way to pick yourself up after failure and continue with a positive attitude. Once you do that, you’re ready for success.

As Robert F. Kennedy put it, “Only those who dare to fail greatly can ever achieve greatly.”
 If you look at your life and see times that you have failed, don’t give up! Pick yourself up and start trusting anew. God has not given up on you…don’t give up on yourself! Failure should be our teacher, not our undertaker. Failure is delay, not defeat. It is a temporary detour, not a dead end. Failure is something we can avoid only by saying nothing, doing nothing, and being nothing.

C. S. Lewis has wise words in this matter:

After each failure, ask forgiveness, pick yourself up, and try again. Very often what God first helps us towards is not the virtue itself but just this power of always trying again. For however important chastity (or courage, or truthfulness, or any other virtue) may be, this process trains us in habits of the soul which are more important still. It cures our illusions about ourselves and teaches us to depend on God. We learn, on the one hand, that we cannot trust ourselves even in our best moments, and, on the other, that we need not despair even in our worst, for our failures are forgiven.

Throughout the preparation of this message, I was reminded of a song I first heard as a teenager. It was the last song on an album, and I don’t know that it ever became very popular. But the message is powerful and relevant for the conclusion of this study:

Don’t give up, try again
This time you can make it
Don’t you see all heaven wants you to win
Gather all your courage together
And make a final stand
And I know that you can make it this time

 You may be scarred, you may be bruised
From tryin’ so many other things
But I know through Jesus that you can win
For the price was paid in full
When the spikes went down into the wood
And I know that you can make it this time

There is a power
That has come to help you stand
It is the Spirit of God sent down to man
If you will just trust His name
Your life He will rearrange
And He will give you a reason to try again
Try again
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