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Self-control  |  Galatians 5:23 &  |  I Corinthians  

The fruit of the Spirit, self-control, is unique to the other “fruits” and seems to be used to describe in 

summary form the contrast between “walking by the Spirit” and “walking by the flesh”.  We must note 

the impetus behind the entire letter of Galatians was a Jewish, pro-law, group teaching that obedience 

to Torah was required to live Christianly.  Paul, in no uncertain terms states, 

O foolish Galatians!  Who has bewitched you?  It was before your eyes that Jesus Christ was 

publicly portrayed as crucified.  Let me ask you only this; Did you receive the Spirit by works of 

the law or by hearing with faith?  Are you so foolish?  Having begun by the Spirit, are you now 

being perfected by the flesh?  Gal 3:1-3 

Self-control must be placed within the context of how we now live our lives by and through the essence 

and empowerment of the Holy Spirit.  Note just some of the statements in this letter, 

But I [Paul] say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh.  5:16 

Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.  5:24  

If we live by the Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit.  5:25 

Do not be deceived: God is not mocked, for whatever one sows, that will he also reap.  For the 

one who sows to his own flesh will from the flesh reap corruption, but the one who sows to the 

Spirit will from the Spirit reap eternal life.  6:7-8 

The words of Jesus parallel Paul’s teaching, 

For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false 

witness, slander.  Mt 15:18-19 

Paul concludes, 

But far be it from me to boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world 

has been crucified to me, and I to the world.  For neither circumcision counts for anything, nor 

uncircumcision, but a new creation.  6:14 

 

Herman Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline of His Theology, (Eerdmans, 1975). 

Paul writes, “I have been crucified with Christ.  It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me.  And 

the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me” Gal 

2:20.   

In Paul it is the Spirit who stands over against the “flesh” described in this way: 

…of the seed of David according to the flesh, designated the Son of God in power according to 

the Spirit of holiness in virtue of his resurrection from the dead (Rom 1:3, 4). 

…who was revealed in the flesh, justified by the Spirit (1 Tim 3:16). 

…the bode is dead, …the Spirit is life (Rom 8:10).   
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Flesh (body) and Spirit do not stand over against one another here as two “parts” in the human 

existence or in the existence of Christ.  There is no question here (nor in Rom 8:10) of a dichotomistic 

distinction in an anthropological sense.  Nor is the contrast ethical, as is indeed the case in other 

contexts (Gal 5:213, etc.), even though there, too, on the foundation to be further indicated here.  

Rather, “flesh” and “Spirit” represent two modes of existence, on the one hand that of the old aeon 

which is characterized and determined by the flesh, on the other that of the new creation which is of the 

Spirit of God.  It is in this sense that the difference is also to be taken between the first Adam as “living 

soul,” i.e., flesh, and the second as life-giving Spirit.  66 

The body, that is to say, life, insofar as it still belongs to the old aeon, is (subject to) death because of 

sin, but the Spirit, the Author of the new creation, gives life because of the righteousness accomplished 

in Christ (Rom 8:10).  For this reason the church is no longer “in the flesh,” i.e., subject to the regime of 

the first aeon and the evil powers reigning in it, but “in the Spirit,” brought under the dominion of 

freedom is Christ (Rom 8:2 ff., 9, 13; 2 Cor 3:6; Gal 3:21).  67 

We have already pointed out earlier that the pneumatic [spiritual] and the redemptive-historical 

[earthly] are not competitive motifs in Paul’s doctrine of salvation; much less still do they come into 

conflict with each other.  It is precisely the Spirit who is the great Inaugurator and the gift of the new 

aeon that has appeared with Christ; and consequently the contrast, so constitutive for Paul’s preaching, 

between Spirit and flesh is not to be taken as a metaphysical or anthropological, but as a redemptive-

historical contrast, namely, as the two dominating principles of the two aeons marked off by the 

appearance of Christ.  215 

What is at issue is once more two different regimes, the “old” and the “new,” of which the first operates 

only in an external manner, approaches man with that which is couched in letters and therefore 

restricted in its sphere of operation to commandment, the prescription of “thou shalt” and “thou shalt 

not.”  Over against this old regime of the letter stands the government of the Spirit, which, in contrast 

with the letter which is powerless and therefore leads to slavery, has power over the heart of man and 

sets him free to serve God truly.  218 

It is clear, particularly from the distinction between to “live” by the Spirit and to “walk” by the Spirit in 

Gal 5:25, that the first describes a specific condition, constituting the presupposition of the second, 

which signifies a walk, activity, manifestation of life that is commensurate with it…  In all these varied 

phrases the same thought is given expression again and again: that believers have been taken up into 

the new life-context of Christ, in which the Spirit rules, and that their new way of life must answer to its 

having been brought under this new redeeming sovereignty, a life that consists in being disposed 

toward, letting oneself be led by, and walking by the Spirit.  222 

From all this it is clear how great the span of the work of the Spirit is and how much Paul ascribes the 

whole of the new life, in its origin as well as in its realization and consummation, to the Spirit, to his 

operations, power, and gifts.  223 

 

Gordon Fee 

Self-control.  This last word on this list is unique in several ways.  It is the one word on the list that does 

not appear elsewhere in Scripture with reference to the character of God.  Indeed, the noun occurs only 
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here in the Pauline corpus, although the verb occurs in 1 Cor 7:9 with reference to sexual continence 

and in 1 Cor 9:25 with regard to the self-discipline of the athlete.  Furthermore, it is the one virtue in the 

list that is clearly aimed at the individual believer.  This is not something one does in community; it is a 

general stance toward excesses of various kinds.  452 

Therefore, in contrast to the rest of the list which take aim at those eight “works of the flesh” that have 

to do with relational breakdowns, this one takes aim at either—or both—the sexual indulgences that 

appear as the first three “works of the flesh” or/and the excesses with which that list concludes.  This, 

too, is the effective working of the Spirit in the life of the believer.  425 

But in terms of Pauline ethics, what one may not do is to turn “self-control” into abstinence.  Passages 

such as 1 Cor 10:31-33, Rom 14:1-23, Col 2:16-23, and 1 Tim 4:1-5 demonstrate that Paul is death on 

anything that even smacks of abstinence for its own sake as a Christian virtue.  Therefore, because of 

this fruit of the Spirit, one is free to abstain from any and everything for the sake of others; but one may 

never turn the freely giving up of food or drink or whatever into some kind of virtue on its own.  Paul 

calls such abstemiousness merely “human traditions” in Col 2:22, the “teachings of demons,” in 1 Tm 

4:1.  452-453 

Self-control = egkrateia 

Lexicon 

Egkrateia – (en + krateia)… restraint of one’s emotions, impulses, or desires, self-control…  In a list of 

virtues Gal 5:23.  With other virtues… righteousness (Ac 24:25); …and in knowledge with self-control, and 

self-control with endurance (2 Pt 1:6).  274 

TDNT, Vol II 

The word group egkrat- takes its sense from the stem krat-, which denotes power or lordship, and 

which expresses the power or lordship which one has either over oneself or over something.  339 

The basic sense is most clearly expressed in the adjective egkrates, with its implication of having power 

in oneself… [Self-control] plays an important role in the philosophical ethics of classical Greece and 

Hellenism…   340 

Self-control is highly estimated by Philo [who is a Jewish philosopher/author living in Egypt in the 1
st

 

century].  For him it means superiority to every desire…  341 

In view of all this, it is striking how small a part is played by the term in biblical religion…  In the New 

Testament the word group is not found at all in the Gospels…  On the other hand, Paul compares himself 

with the athlete: “Every athlete exercises self-control in all things.  They do it to receive a perishable 

wreath, but we an imperishable” 1 Cor 9:25.  Yet self-control here does not denote the asceticism of 

merit.  It simply tells us that for the sake of the goal towards which he strives, the commission which he 

has been given and the task which he must fulfil, he refrains from all the things which might offend or 

hamper.  It simply tells us that for the sake of the goal towards which he strives, the commission which 

he has been given and the task which he must fulfil, he refrains from all the things which might offend or 

hamper.  It is not for his own sake, or for the sake of any necessity to salvation, but for the sake of his 

brethren that he practices self-control.  This is the fundamental difference from all Greek and Hellenistic 
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conceptions.  In the list of virtues in Gal 5:23 self-control is the opposite of “fornication, uncleanness, 

lewdness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, angers, rivalries, divisions, sects, envying, 

drunkenness, reviling, and other things like these” Gal 5:19-21.  341-342 

It is significant that biblical religion finds so little place for the concept of [self-control] which in the 

Hellenistic and Greek world is so essentially ethical.  The reason for this is that biblical man regarded his 

life as determined and directed by the command of God.  There was thus no place for the self-mastery 

which had a place in autonomous ethics.  Again, belief in creation cut off the way to asceticism.  It saw in 

the world with its gifts the hand of the Creator.  Finally, the gift of salvation in Christ left no place for an 

asceticism which merits salvation.  342 

 

 

 

 


