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Rev. Scott McGinnis - First Presb. Church of Newton, KS - July 11, 2021 

Today we’re concluding a study in Galatians, not a 
complete one, but a brief study as we continue to talk 
about Christian maturity and spiritual growth.  Today I want 
to talk about something that can keep us from growing in 
the ways we want to in life.  We want to run the race, to let 
nothing hinder us, yet sometimes we also create our own 
hurdles or roadblocks.  I’ve heard it called self-sabotaging 
behavior.  We’ve all done it, so this is important that we 
know this is a “no shame” conversation. Let’s jump right in. 

How do you Know if You Self Sabotage? 

-You talk yourself out of applying for a job because you 
think you won’t get it. 
-You break off a relationship because you feel you are 
getting to close. 
- You start gambling again, even though you know it’s 
always been a problem for you in the past.  

What am I getting at is our struggles are real and they 
keep us from experiencing the joy, growth, and peace that 
God wants for us and we want for us.  This again is not 
about shame, because we are forgiven.  There’s now no 
condemnation in Jesus, but we still want to grasp hold of 
that peace and joy. 

So we know this is then not about a one time 
accomplishment, it’s really a daily choice, because we can 



2

lose the ground we have gained if we’re not careful.  That 
is exactly what was happening to many people, who found 
freedom in Jesus in the region of Galatia.  That is why 
Paul writes in Galatians 5:1, It is for freedom that Christ has 
set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be 
burdened again by a yoke of slavery.  Galatians 5:1 (NIV) 

People were losing ground and it was not just what was 
happening to them, it was choices they made as well.  
Let’s now consider… 

WHERE DO SELF DEFEATING CHOICES COME 
FROM? 

1. External Influences 

Sometimes misery loves company and so the closest 
people to us are offering us bad influence.  Even people 
who seem like good religious people can lead us away 
from God’s truth and grace.  Paul says, You were running a 
good race.  Who cut in on you to keep you from obeying the truth?  
That kind of persuasion does not come from the one who calls 
you.  Galatians 5:7-8 (MSG) 
 
Now we’ve talked about legalism in Christianity, which is 
the idea that if there are enough rules you follow then 
you’ll be right with God.  Yet Jesus came to offer the free 
gift of His grace, not religious rules.  But we do still need to 
discern what is a good or unhelpful influence, so we can 
then impose self-limits and say, “This just won’t help me.” 
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We have freedom in Christ, but that doesn’t mean we act 
on all our… 

2. Internal Impulses  

We read, You, my brothers and sisters, were called to be free.  
But do not use your freedom to indulge the flesh…. Galatians 
5:13 (NIV).  And then we are told WHAT THIS LOOKS 
LIKE: 

The acts of the flesh are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and 
debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits 
of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; 
drunkenness, orgies and the like.  Galatians 5:19-21 (NIV) 

How many of you would say this seems like a list of stuff 
that might be good to do?  OK, good news no one raised 
their hands, you can feel safer for the rest of the service.  

These aren’t the things that we want to do, but things that 
we end up doing at some level.  See freedom doesn’t 
mean there isn’t any boundaries.  That’s what the Apostle 
Paul is trying to get across to us to hear.  It’s like how you 
might view a fence, you might say, “Hey, this is keeping 
me out of where I want to go,” but in reality it’s something 
that might be keeping you safe. 

Let me tell you the practical and theological truth.  The 
very concept of “self-control” implies a battle between a 
divided-self.  It implies that our “self” sometimes produces 
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desires we should not satisfy, but rather control.  God 
says, “Yes, I want you to have faith, to be free to 
experience life at its best, but that does not mean every 
thing is a good idea.”   

In 1 Corinthians 10:23 the Apostle Paul makes this 
argument, "I have the right to do anything," you say--but not 
everything is beneficial.  "I have the right to do anything"--but not 
everything is constructive.  I Corinthians 10:23 (NIV) 

We know that is true, but we also know that we have the 
propensity to take our freedom and mess it up.  That’s 
what was happening on two levels in the Galatian 
churches.  There were those who got trapped again in a 
rules based religion and there were those who got trapped 
by some old habits and behaviors.   

That’s where our focus will be for the rest of our time as 
we consider from this book of Galatians what we learn 
about… 

HOW TO AVOID SELF SABOTAGE 

There’s the contrast between… 

1. Self-Deceit vs Self-Awareness 

One of the things that we need to be aware of is the toll 
that self-sabotage has on our lives, and that God gives us 
a way out.  I love reading the Psalms.  Some talk about 
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praising God, some talk about God’s help for us in times of 
trouble, but I think the most powerful for our topic today 
are those written by King David as he talks about the 
effects of his sin, his bad choices and what happened 
when he finally trusted God and was honest about what 
God actually already knew.  We read, 

When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning 
all day long.  For day and night your hand was heavy on me; my 
strength was sapped as in the heat of summer.  Then I 
acknowledged my sin to you and did not cover up my iniquity.  I 
said, “I will confess my transgressions to the Lord.”  And you 
forgave the guilt of my sin.  Psalm 32:3-5 (NIV) 

Can you hear the sigh of relief in that Psalm?  And realize 
the reason he’s wasting away was not because of the 
wrath of God, it was simply the weight of hiding and 
carrying that burden.  I think for many of us, half the job 
will be done in our lives when we are radically honest with 
ourselves, God and another person about the state of our 
hearts and lives.   
 
The reason we can move forward without fear is stated in 
Galatians 3:6, ….in Christ Jesus you are all children of 
God through faith.  Galatians 3:6 (NIV) 

Now that has to do with us and God, but we also need to 
include other people and avoid the tendency to deny or 
deflect.  I put the contrast this way… 
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2.  Alternate Facts vs Clear Truth 

You can sense the exasperation in this verse, You were 
running a good race.  Who cut in on you to keep you from obeying 
the truth?  Galatians 5:7 (NIV) 

We see in Chapter 5 that Paul is talking about the kind of 
Libertine thought that says, do what you want, decisions 
don’t have consequences, and he’s talking about Legalism 
that says the rules will make you happy.  He says earlier, “I 
do not set aside the grace of God, for if righteousness could be 
gained through the law, Christ died for nothing!”  Galatians 2:21 
(NIV)  

The reality is that we never outgrow God’s grace.  If you 
think you need something beyond that, you could end up 
trapped.   

There is also the subtle Self-Sabotage in the contrast of…. 

3.   I Win vs We Win 

I am generally not a competitive person and so in the past 
when playing board games, I’ve taken my non-competitive 
opportunity to rile up and annoy an opponent who is 
competitive.  I’d tell them “they’re going to lose,” and that, 
“I don’t care if I win, I just care that they lose.”  Don’t worry, 
I stopped being that annoying when I became a pastor. 
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But seriously, sometimes going for a win at any cost can 
be a subtle self-sabotage.  I’m going to win, even if it kills 
me, isn’t a win.  It isn’t a win if it breaks down the 
relationships I have.  We are told in Galatians, For the entire 
law is fulfilled in keeping this one command: “Love your neighbor 
as yourself.” Galatians 5:14 (NIV) 

One of the most counterintuitive realities about self-
sabotage, is that the more I focus only on me, the less I 
enjoy life.   

Here is the reality for some of us.  You made the point, you 
won the argument, you proved them wrong and now 
you’re alone.  But there is a way back, there is hope.  
 
It is saying God, “I want to live with the effectiveness, 
power, and accomplishment that someone like the Apostle 
Paul experienced.”   How did he get there?  We read in 
Galatians 2:20, I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer 
live, but Christ lives in me.  The life I now live in the body, I live by 
faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. 
Galatians 2:20 (NIV) 

This is really the whole point of the book of Galatians, 
which is again pretty counterintuitive, because it is about 
the contrasts of…. 

4.   Trying Harder vs Following Closer 
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Many of us today think of faith as a sin avoidance 
program.  If I don’t do these things God will be happy.  
True, you will be happier and life will go better, but that’s 
not God’s ultimate priority.   
 
God’s ultimate priority is that you would understand who 
you are.  You were created to be a child of God, someone 
who is loved, someone who has an inheritance and a 
purpose, and when life does get difficult you have a true 
Father who will walk beside you and work on your behalf.  
If you grasp those truths, it will be transformational. 

If you live in them, then the sins you are trying to avoid, 
will become less appealing or at the very least have less 
power over you.  Lived loved, receive God’s grace, and let 
that be your context for good change.  It will be 
transformational.  I can recommend the book He Loves 
Me! by Wayne Jacobsen if you want to learn more about 
living loved. 
 
Let’s now read Galatians 5:16 and grasp the weight of this 
sentence.  We read, So I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will 
not gratify the desires of the flesh.  Galatians 5:16 (NIV) 

The emphasis is to focus more on walking with God, 
accepting Him in your life, letting that yes to God be a one 
time decision, but also a daily decision, and then the end 
result is that those areas of struggle and sin, what this 
verse calls “desires of the flesh” will have less and less 
power over you.  I meet people all the time who don’t 
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believe that is true, and because they act on that, they 
don’t experience it as true.   

That leads to the final Self Sabotaging behavior and that’s 
the contrast of…  

5.   Fatalistic Assumptions vs Pervasive Hope 

This is where we listen, not to the Holy Spirit, but to that 
little voice like from the cartoon Gulliver’s Travels, any of 
you watch that growing up (RAISE HANDS), maybe the 
worst cartoon quality ever and there was a character who 
always said, when the others were going on an adventure, 
when they had a plan to overcome an obstacle, “We’ll 
Never Make it.”  Any of you remember his name, GLUM.  

You can’t be both a follower of Jesus and a Glum.  Why?  
Have you read the end of this book?  WE WIN!  Yet 
sometimes it doesn’t seem like we are winning.  You can 
have this hope!  Why?  Because even a difficulty you have 
now can be redeemed.  It can be used by God for your 
good and the good of others now or in another season. 

And remember that verse I read earlier, it says, I have been 
crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. 
The life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who 
loved me and gave himself for me. Galatians 2:20 (NIV) 

He did, you can be free, the question is are you going to 
step into that, my hope is yes. 


