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1 Corinthians <F 4k % [ & 9:19-27
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The German Philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, a classical scholar and a self-confessed critic of
Christianity, once said that e would believe in the Redeemer (Jesus) if the redeemed (Christians)
looked a little more redeemed.
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He was making the point that from the Christians he knew he never got the impression that there
1s a God who created everything, that humanity was made in his image for a special relationship
with God.
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That humanity inexplicably rebelled against their God and destroyed themselves and the world.
That Jesus is God the Son entering his story of all things.
ABELAWEIRT L, AT AR, BRI LEFZT, EARHAZFEY
By F AL

That Jesus died on the cross for humanity’s rebellion against God and rose triumphant from death.
Jesus now reigns as ruler of all things for our joy now and will in the future decisively bring an
end to all evil and injustice, and dwell with his people forever in a fully restored physical
existence.
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Nietzsche’s point was that if that is what Christians believed, then why did it not seem to make a
difference in their lives? If that is what they believe then why aren’t they exceedingly joyous, and
living lives shaped by that truth?
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The word CHRIST-IAN means followers of Christ. It speaks of a lifelong journey of following
Jesus and of one hundred per cent dedication to him, intending to be changed and transformed to
become like Jesus in character and priorities.
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To be Christian is to become like Jesus. Like Jesus in his complete surrender to the Father. Like
Jesus in his life of service. Like Jesus in his love for people. Like Jesus in his patient endurance.
Like Jesus in his mission to the world.
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Yet there is often a disconnect between the great truths of the Christian faith that we agree with,
the the lives those truths should produce.
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This series has been looking at regular Rhythms of grace, Christian practices, or spiritual
disciplines, by which we take the great truths of the Christian faith and push them down to the
driving centre of our lives, and from there, over time, we start to see real change in being like
Jesus and pursuing his purposes.
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To take our next steps towards the real change God has saved us for in Jesus will take self-
control. The verses just read out to us give us some insight into what the Bible says about self-
control.
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We’ll start to make progress towards personal change if we grasp three things:
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The word for self-control is in v.25 in the original NT language: Everyone who competes in the
games goes into strict training, or literally, SELF RULE.
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Athletes exert self-rule, and self-control, in all things. The runner runs for the prize, the athlete
for the crown, and the boxer strikes a blow. Paul says he beats his body. By that, he means he is
wearing down resistance in every area of his life so that he reaches his goal.
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In this case, the prize is in v.27: I strike a blow to my body and make it my slave so that after 1
have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the prize.
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He exercises self-control to make sure his life aligns with his beliefs, and with what he preaches.
The secret ingredient for Paul is the heart.
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In modern times we tend to think the secret to self-control is willpower. If I have placed before
me a bucket of Rocky Road ice cream and I want to eat it all, I need to convince myself it's bad
for me to eat it all.
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The modern concept of the secret to self-control is its an exercise of the mind. It’s willpower,
over emotions and feelings Which is how ancient Greek stoicism thought of self-control.

A A ARG AR A, CRA—AESHBR., ABBFEEFOEE). ERHALTA
Hﬁﬁﬁ%’? B S HH 0 A &,

Stoicism regarded that a life lived well was a virtuous life. Virtues like wisdom, justice, courage,
and self-control. For the Stoics, like Greek culture, the mind, knowledge, and reason were
supreme over emotions and feelings.
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They emphasised the importance of self-control and emotional regulation to navigate life well. If
you can rid your life of desires, feelings and emotions then you are living a virtuous life.
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The Bible doesn’t think of self-control as taking the mind and will and overriding the feelings
and emotions. Primarily because humanity is made in God’s image and so feelings, emotions and
desires are part of who we are.
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Verse 25 gives us the Bible’s key to self-control: Everyone who competes in the games goes into
strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last, but we do it to get a crown that will
last forever.
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Athletes want to eat the Rocky Road ice cream and stay up all night with friends. They want to
sleep in. They don’t want the fatigue and exertion and the injuries and the expense. But what they
do want, is they want the prize more.
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Self-control 1s not a matter of the will; it’s a matter of the heart. It is a matter of desire and
affection. Self-control is about setting the heart, the driving centre of a person, on the nobler,
higher, most important, greater thing.
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Self-control is not that some people have a stronger will, or less feelings and emotions and
desires, it's a matter of what we set our hearts on. What we most desire. The thing the heart most
desires orders all the other desires of the heart.
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Self-control is about setting our heart and desires on the one WANT that will order all the other
WANTS. Even as a Diabetic, I would love to eat a bucket of Rocky Road ice cream, but I love to
be alive and healthy and functioning more.
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The higher ‘want’, or love or desire will always win. What main thing we set our hearts on, the
thing that we think will fill our deepest desire, that thing will always win.
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Thomas Chalmers was a Scottish Presbyterian minister, professor of theology, and political
economist, and has been referred to as Scotland’s greatest 19th century churchman. He preached
a famous sermon called The Expulsive Power of a New Affection.
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He makes the powerful point that bondage to sin and self is broken by a stronger affection. All
our actions and habits are connected to our deepest desire. Bad habits are only replaced by a
more compelling joy.
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I’ve updated the language a bit for our context, but in essence, he wrote:
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We only cease to be the slave of one appetite because another has brought it into subordination.
A youth may cease to idolise sensual pleasure, but it is because the idol of wealth and career
success has gotten the ascendency. There is not one personal transformation where the heart is
not left without an object of desire. The heart's desire for one particular object may be conquered
but the desire to have some object is unconquerable. The only way to dispossess the heart of an
old affection is by the expulsive power of a new one.
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If we set our hearts on being the best athlete in a discipline, it will bring self-control in some
things but not all things. If you find you are not the best, and it is always just out of reach, then
you will lose control of your emotions.
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If career success, then some things but not all things. If family harmony, self-control in some
things but not all things.
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GOSPEL & SELF-CONTROL #& & 32 & %1

What is the one thing that if we set our hearts on it, will bring us self-control in all things? We
get it in v.23: I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings.
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When the Apostle Paul writes I do all this, he is looking back on what he has written in chapters
7-9. This is Paul, who endured so much personal sacrifice and suffering and hardship and
surrendering but became one of the top 10 most influential figures in human history.
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Paul tells us that this life of self-control had one source...one desire of the heart... for the sake of
the gospel, that I may share in its blessings.
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There is one desire with two aspects. The blessings of the gospel. The gospel, as I said last week,
1s the core message of the Christian faith. It’s the life-altering news that even though I am deeply
sinful and evil and flawed and deserving of God’s judgement because I rejected God by
determining to live my life as myself as lord and master of my own life, if [ put my trust in the
substitutionary death of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, on a Roman cross, I am forgiven, loved,
affirmed and at peace with God. God’s love for me in Jesus Christ is as high as the heavens
above. In Jesus, I am unconditionally, unchangeably, constantly, eternally delighted in by God.
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If the main thing that I set my heart on is that good news, if that is my joy and hope, then self-
control in all things is possible. The gospel is the only thing that we can set our hearts on and
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never lose it. The radical security of the gospel means we don’t have to secure it, maintain it or
keep it.

I RALCLEEMEINRERT, WRERKWEL AL, NBEEA FIFH L& FARA
TR, BFAKIPE—TUECRFE A, MAERTRLNRE., BFTOMKLENE%R
FERM AL ERE T, EHECREKEC,

Notice though that the gift of the gospel doesn’t lead to a passivity. See the rest of the sentence...
that I may share in its blessings. The word ‘share’ is a word that means partnership in the
original NT language. Paul’s passion is to share the benefits of the gospel with others.
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The passion of his heart was for others to see the ultimate treasure that Jesus Christ and the
gospel are. This meant he wanted to make sure that there was nothing in his life that would cause
others to miss the ultimate treasure - Jesus Christ.
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He didn’t want anything to disqualify him from that prize...the prize of sharing the blessings of
the gospel with others. Paul’s focus in life is away from himself.
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When I train for a run that I'm participating in, I exercise self-control so I can achieve something
for myself. Ironically, I never seem to be able to control how much I train and tend to run myself
Into 1njury.
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Paul rests secure in the good news of Jesus Christ as the deepest desire of heart, and from there,
it drives him out to exercise self-control in all areas of life that he might share with other people.
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The gospel loudly proclaims that in Jesus everything we need for life and salvation is already
done, and not something we do. We receive God’s approval, but we don’t achieve it. And yet,
Paul is not passive.
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Over this past term, we have been looking at seven rhythms that keep the gospel constantly in
front of us and push it down into our hearts to bring about the change in character and priorities
that the gospel demands. These are rhythms done privately and corporately because we need the
clarity, accountability and support of each other to bring about change in character and priorities
as we are remade into the image of Jesus.
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All of these rhythms are both private and corporate. They are not things we do to win God’s
favour; we pursue them because we have God’s favour in the gospel of Jesus Christ.
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The rhythms take us deeper and deeper into the good news. Rhythms like these are God’s
gracious gift to us for our endurance and growth into the blessings of the gospel.
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The key to endurance is the gospel. It is the gospel that must always be before us as we pursue
the rhythms that will push it down into our hearts.
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It is not easy. Discipline and self-control never are. Many a time we will want to give up because
we are weary or losing heart. If we are not pursuing spiritual disciplines like these, it’s a key sign
we are losing heart and weary.
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We must never take our eyes off the endurance of Jesus for us. One of the best descriptions of
this is Hebrews 12:1-3:
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since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that
hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance the race marked
out for us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. For the joy set before
him he endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of
God. Consider him who endured such opposition from sinners, so that you will not grow weary
and lose heart. (Hebrews 12:1-3)
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Those sentences highlight the self-control of Jesus Christ. Jesus knew everything that happened
to him was going to happen to him. He knew he would be betrayed, abandoned, killed, and he
still did it.
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He did it so well that he endured the cross and scorned its shame. Where did he get the self-
control to endure the hardship and the self-control to regard the shame of the cross as nothing?
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Not will power, but joy power. For the joy set before him he endured the cross, scorning its
shame. The secret of self-control is setting the heart on the right thing. What is the joy that is
before Jesus? What has he set his heart on that led him to endure all that he endured, even the
cross? What was the passion of his heart that gave him self-control? What did he not have before
the cross?
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I’ve mentioned this verse several times before, so I’ll make it brief. It’s the one thing an eternal,
perfect, satisfied, loved, fulfilled, powerful God didn’t have...you...and me.
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Rebellious, sinful, humanity created for him but setting the passions of the hearts on everything
else but him. Jesus endured, and self-disciplined, because he loves us like that. Grasping that
more and more will cause us to love him like that. The secret to a life of self-control in pursuing
rhythms of grace is not will power, it is joy power. It is gospel power. It is the expulsive power of
the ultimate desire and affection of the heart.
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Rhythms of grace flow out of a gospel-renewed heart, but they are also the agents and the means
of heart renewal so that Jesus becomes our delight and joy as we are his.
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Take your next step into the rhythms of grace to close the gap between what you have been
called to be as a follower of Jesus, and where you are now.
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