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Fruit of the Spirit:  Self-Control 
 

INTRO to SCRIPTURE 
 
We are living at a time in history where 
sexual misconduct is being discussed 
publicly.  This topic was prominent in the 
news this summer with #MeToo and the 
report from the Pennsylvania Attorney 
General regarding clergy sexual abuse and 
cover ups in the Catholic Church.  I decided I 
would speak about it this fall and made 
plans for today.  At the time, I had no idea 
we would be discussing this topic with 
regards to a Supreme Court nominee as 
well. 
 
Sexual misconduct is not hidden in the 
bible.  There are several texts of terror.  For 
today, I chose the story of David and 
Bathsheba.  When I was a child I was given 
the impression that Bathsheba was a slut.  
Nothing like blaming a woman’s assault on 
her.  Geoff tells me that the impression he 
was given is that it was “love at first sight.” 
Nothing like trying to romanticize injustice. 
 
The biblical text says clearly that David took 
Bathsheba. The verb took is significant.  It is 
the same language used in 1 Samuel (8:11-
19) when the prophet Samuel warned the 
Hebrew people against having a king at all.  
The Jews had not had kings, but decided 
they wanted a king like everyone around 
them.  They wanted a strong leader.  
However, Samuel tries to warn them that 
it’s too much power in one person.  Kings 
take whatever they want. Yet, the people  
 

 
ignored Samuel’s warning.  (Juliana Claassen, 

Working Preacher) 

 
King David took what he wanted; he took 
Bathsheba and she became pregnant.  
When David found out about the 
pregnancy, he arranged for Bathsheba’s 
husband, Uriah, to come home from the 
military front.  David expected that Uriah 
would sleep with Bathsheba and then be 
none the wiser when the baby was born.  
However, Uriah, out of allegiance to his 
fellow soldiers, did not go to his home.  
Instead he slept at the entrance of the 
king’s house with the servants.  A frustrated 
David plotted again to get Uriah to go home 
by getting Uriah drunk but that didn’t work 
either. 
 
David, then, deepens his devious and 
destructive ways.  He sends a letter back to 
the front, carried by Uriah himself, that 
commands Uriah’s death, made to look like 
an accident by manipulating a skirmish. The 
orders were carried out and Uriah was 
murdered.  
 
This is where we pick up the story in today’s 
reading.  As we will hear, the prophet 
Nathan comes to David to speak truth to 
power. Nathan tells David a story about a 
little ewe lamb.  Nathan also uses the 
language of took, saying the rich man took 
the poor man’s lamb, just as David took 
Bathsheba. 
 
 



SERMON 
 
A couple of weeks ago Walter Mischel died.   
You might not recognize his name, but you 
might know of the psychological test he 
developed, called the Marshmallow Test.  In 
the late 1960s, Michel was testing for 
delayed gratification and self-control.  In 
the marshmallow experiment, a proctor 
would give a young child a marshmallow, 
telling the child she could eat it right away.  
Or if she could wait ten minutes then she 
would be given an additional marshmallow 
and could eat them both.  The proctor 
would leave the room and then remotely 
watch the child struggle with the dilemma.   
 
Some of the children ate the marshmallow 
right away, some licked or ate tiny bits 
around the edges, some would pick it up 
and put it down multiple times (the anguish 
on their faces was palpable), some sat on 
their hands, and some seemed more able to 
simply wait. 
 
It’s amusing to watch but it gives us more 
cues than we might think – not only about 
the circumstances of the children at the 
time but also about future possibilities.    
For example, children who were 
economically impoverished were more 
likely to eat the marshmallow right away.  
That makes sense.  You eat when you can.  
This has been explored further in later 
experiments. 
 
In a study of 1,000 New Zealanders that 
were followed into adulthood, the 
researchers found that the children who 
couldn’t wait were more likely to be in deep 
financial debt by the time they were in their 
30s.  (PBS Newshour, Making $ense, 9/14/18) 

 

Self-control is an important capacity that 
some people find easier than others.  I 
don’t like marshmallows so that’s easy for 
me.  But a good piece of chocolate is 
harder, even though I know it is likely to 
give me a headache in a short time, 
especially if it’s on an empty stomach.   
So why do I still put it in my mouth 
sometimes?   
 
When we were talking about self-control in 
the office this week, Jessie said she had 
heard someone say self-control is self-care 
for my future self.  Yet, sometimes we 
decide to let our future selves suffer.  And if 
we do not suffer any consequences for 
inappropriate behavior we are unlikely to 
change it. 
 
This brings us to the issue of power.   
In so many articles I read this summer, 
when people asked how come some people 
committed acts of sexual misconduct, the 
answer repeatedly is because they could.   
 
Power corrupts – whether it be political, 
corporate, religious, familial, gender, age, 
or a combination thereof.  Knowing you are 
more powerful puts you in a danger zone.  
Absolute power corrupts absolutely as we 
can see in David’s interaction with 
Bathsheba.  Kings took whatever they 
wanted.  Kings had all the power. 
 
Why don’t victims tell?  Because they know 
all too well the imbalance of power they are 
up against. That’s how they got victimized 
in the first place.   
 
People who experience sexual assault don’t 
think they will be believed and all too often 
they are right. Some children who were 
victims of clergy sex abuse were sure their 
parents would not believe such a thing 



about the beloved priest and some who 
told found out that their fears were 
accurate. 
 
Priests, ministers, teachers, scout leaders, 
parents, grandparents, bosses, celebrities, 
older classmates – all people with power.  
Those who are abused sense they will be 
blamed, re-victimized and shamed.   We 
have seen the tendency toward this type of 
response in events of the last week.  Some 
people have been quick to reject the 
statements of the accuser and defend the 
Supreme Court nominee, even before 
hearing the evidence. 
 
In terms of the biblical story, I wonder who 
Nathan is really speaking up for -Bathsheba 
or Uriah?  Would Nathan have spoken up 
for Bathsheba, if Uriah had not been 
murdered?  Less likely.  She is simply the 
ewe lamb, who in Nathan’s story ends up 
slaughtered to feed the men.  The outrage 
in the story is for the poor man – who 
represents Uriah.  Bathsheba, who in 
scripture is usually referred to as Uriah’s 
wife, is not a person in her own right, even 
in Nathan’s story. 
 
In terms of revictimizing, consider what   
preachers and scholars writing about this 
part of David’s life have done to Bathsheba 
over the millennia.  It’s her fault.  She’s an 
exhibitionist.  She’s a slut.  She’s too 
beautiful to be resisted.  She’s the 
temptress.  The story is so painful, and 
patriarchy cannot accept the terrible truth 
of David’s sexual assault, so they blamed 
the woman.  Yet, the text is clear, David 
took Bathsheba.  He suffers the 
consequences.  His lack of self-control does 
terrible things to his future self. David’s life 
slowly and painfully disintegrates after this. 

According to studies, at a very minimum 
25% of people (women and men) 
experience sexual misconduct that includes 
physical contact. That would mean that at 
least 50-60 of us here today have had this 
experience.  If this has happened to you, it 
was wrong.  We are sorry that this has been 
part of your journey.  We are particularly 
grieved if people have revictimized and 
shamed you.   
 
For those of us who have not had this 
experience, we need to practice the self-
control, the self-discipline of listening, 
listening deeply and not jumping to 
conclusions.   
 
In a recent letter to All Saints Parish (here in 
town), the pastor, Fr. Thomas Murphy 
wrote,  
    When victims of abuse find the strength  
    to tell their story they must be respected  
    and promised that we will do all we can  
    to help them regain their lives. 
 
We need this self-control of listening to 
have self-care for our future selves, our 
future children, our future church, our 
future world. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


