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Introduction 
 
1. A famous phrase passed down through the ages goes like this: “Be kind, because everyone is 

fighting a battle.”1 We are in a teaching series on the classic Christian virtues and vices and this 
week we arrive at the vices of lust and gluttony paired to the virtue of temperance. This week 
explores the dynamics of being embodied souls that have the capacity to experience and distort 
pleasure. This is an important, but very sensitive topic because of the fitful ways people shame 
and label one another in the human struggle to lead temperate lives.  

 
2. Let’s be honest, the relationship between lust and gluttony to temperance is embattled for most 

people. Lust is traditionally understood as anything that distorts healthy sexuality and the 
sacredness of monogamy and marriage. The effect of lust on the global human experience in the 
age of the Internet and with the proliferation of Internet pornography is barely beginning to be 
understood. Our sexuality is a powerful and motivating gift that can become disordered more 
quickly and with greater ease now than any age before now.  

 
Gluttony is traditionally understood as any distortion of the healthy enjoyment of food. In a time of 
unprecedented abundance and in an experience-based consumer economy Americans would be 
foolish to think of gluttony as limited to food. One broader definition of gluttony is “over-indulgence 
or over-consumption of food, drink, or wealth items to the point of extravagance or waste.”2 This 
wider definition leads one to conversations as wide ranging as all material possessions and even 
how we consume natural resources.  
 
21st century Americans are immersed in excess and the only way to enter to honestly enter a 
conversation about lust and gluttony is to acknowledge that this is everyone’s struggle. And, 
because these are such huge topics in our time, the purpose of this teaching is not to draw up a 
comprehensive list of the explicit and sordid varieties of lust and gluttony in modern times, but 
rather to explore the larger frame of how we see one another, and support one another in light of 
the battle that everyone is fighting that can be complex and overwhelming.  

 
3. Temperance is the cardinal virtue and discipline designed to help us correct and heal the 

imbalances of lust and gluttony. Temperance is defined simply as “the moderation of desires.” As 
a word, temperance faces an image problem. Perhaps it is because temperance movements have 
typically been extreme and failed attempts at controlling people through laws. Or, maybe it is 
because the whole idea of moderating desires runs cross grain to popular culture. 

 

                                                
1 http://quoteinvestigator.com/2010/06/29/be-kind/ (accessed 5-13-16) 
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gluttony (accessed 5-15-16) 
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Think about it: These days, how many political parties promote temperate candidates? How many 
media outlets feature lead stories about temperate people? When was the last time you saw 
someone receiving an award for exhibiting a “moderation of desires?” So, the big question we 
face today is how are modern Christ followers to be counter-cultural and reach for temperance in 
a culture of extremes? 
 

4. The Apostle Paul was the most prolific theologian of the Early Church. He wrote several letters 
that comprise a Scripture tapestry ranging from theological thoughts to simple advice, personal 
reflections to ethical admonitions. His letter to the Early Church in Rome stands as a massive 
work covering some of the most complex theological quandaries in the Christian tradition including 
the relationship between law and gospel or put another way, “sin and grace.”  
 
Romans Chapter 12 is one of Paul’s pinnacle chapters of all of his writings and offers Christ 
followers a framework for ways to work together in Christian community on connecting body and 
soul to the virtuous life.  
 
Romans Chapter 12:1-21 

 
1 Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a 
living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. 2 Do not 
conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then 
you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. 
 
3 For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than 
you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the faith God 
has distributed to each of you.4 For just as each of us has one body with many members, and 
these members do not all have the same function, 5 so in Christ we, though many, form one 
body, and each member belongs to all the others. 6 We have different gifts, according to the 
grace given to each of us. If your gift is prophesying, then prophesy in accordance with 
your faith; 7 if it is serving, then serve; if it is teaching, then teach; 8 if it is to encourage, then 
give encouragement; if it is giving, then give generously; if it is to lead, do it diligently; if it is to 
show mercy, do it cheerfully. 
9 Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 10 Be devoted to one another in 
love. Honor one another above yourselves.11 Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual 
fervor, serving the Lord.12 Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. 13 Share with 
the Lord’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality. 
14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice; 
mourn with those who mourn. 16 Live in harmony with one another. Do not be proud, but be 
willing to associate with people of low position. Do not be conceited. 
17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everyone. 18 If it 
is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. 19 Do not take 
revenge, my dear friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; 
I will repay,” says the Lord. 20 On the contrary: 

“If your enemy is hungry, feed him; 
    if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. 
In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” 
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21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

Romans Chapter 12:1-21. NIV. 
 
5. To me, this is the Apostle Paul’s “beatitudes” and an essential set of teachings for the Christian 

life. Each of our virtue teachings has suggested a potential key hinge between the vice and the 
virtue that helps us to pivot toward the virtue while honestly recognizing where the vice is always 
poised to pull us to its side. Today’s hinge between lust and gluttony and temperance is “vitality in 
life, pleasure and community.” Now, it is clear that Paul’s Scripture has more content than the 
today’s focus on temperance. And, this is not a passage of Scripture that provides a scripted set 
of solutions for the specific struggles of our age. But, Paul’s text speaks directly to the hinge of 
vitality in life, pleasure and community.   
 
Take a look at the first two verses: 
 

1 Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a 
living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. 2 Do not 
conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then 
you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. 
 

Romans 12:1-2. NIV 
 

• First, find vitality in life by living it all in view of God’s mercy.  
 

• Second, seek vitality in healthful pleasure by offering our bodies as living sacrifices.  
 

• And, third, we are choose to not conform to the patterns of excess, but be transformed 
through the renewal of our minds such that we see one another differently and with 
kindness in community and in our relationships because everyone is fighting a battle.  

 
First, find vitality in life by living it all in view of God’s mercy. 
 
A. Live Life in View of God’s Mercy 
 
1. In many of his writings Paul acknowledged that he was a terrible human being before awakening 

to Christ. He was a spiteful extremist who was pleased to oversee even the martyrdom of innocent 
people in the name of God. His ways of thinking had to be completely reformed and its no wonder 
that Paul described his conversion to Christ as a remarkable and profound expression of the 
mercy of God.  
 
Paul chose the personally meaningful concept of mercy to frame the way we are to see our bodies 
as living sacrifices. This is important in today’s text and when reading all of Paul’s writings 
because it seems that overall he struggled to sort out the mind body relationship as it connects to 
the spiritual life. Some biblical scholars point out that one could read Paul and come to the 
conclusion that our bodies and our souls are completely split, with our bodies being our greatest 
liabilities.  
 
Regardless of how we interpret Paul, the broader biblical conversation about our bodies in 
relationship to our souls points us to a wider and more generous horizon where we are to see our 
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bodies as good. They are a gift. It is true that some bodies operate better than others, and some 
have disabilities as well. And, it is true that our sin nature has the capacity to distort all facets of 
reality, including our bodies, but our bodies should never take the sole blame for anything. Mind, 
body, soul, spirit, we are a unity! So, give our bodies a break! And, let the mercy of God frame all 
of our struggles with lust and gluttony, and how we see one another’s personal battles. 

 
2. In verse three Paul says “for by the grace given me I say to everyone one of you” …and then 

provided an extraordinary list really positive things such as: 
 

• Think of ourselves humbly and others in terms of their strengths. 
• Be sincere in our love for one another. 
• Honor one another and be devoted to one another. 
• Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. 
• Practice hospitality. 
• Live at peace with everyone as much as it is possible. 
• Never take revenge. 

 
3. These admonitions of kindness and humility are some of the outgrowths of people that hold mercy 

in their front view as they look at all of life. And, these admonitions also relate to today’s 
conversation about temperance because conversations about lust and gluttony (and greed, envy, 
and the other vices as well) are often times not positive conversations that inspire us to renewal, 
but are most often times shaming sessions that actually encourage hiding. Paul didn’t open by 
saying, “In light of how bad and hopeless you are, get your act together to offer yourselves to God, 
then maybe God will look your way.” No, Paul said, “in view of God’s mercy, offer your bodies as a 
living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God.” 

 
B. Offer Our Bodies as Living Sacrifices 
 
1. Wait a minute. What if we do not feel holy or pleasing to God? Then what? The broad message of 

Christ says, all the more reason to bring everything that you are to God, because the honest act 
itself will be pleasing to God. Time and again throughout the gospel biographies of Jesus, we read 
that people came to Jesus from places of need and Jesus never checked their belief statement or 
personal ethics. In fact, Jesus seemed to be attracted to people who didn’t get things right as a 
way to prove that God’s kindness is what warms the human heart toward transformation more 
than shame.  
 
Why is it that much of Christian religion struggles to have the inviting warmth of Christ? Why is it 
that when we come to a church building it is our first impulse to hide? To act like I did as a college 
student because my room was not the neatest room. And, so when someone knocked on the door 
and was about to enter—I frantically stuffed things under my bed and shoved things in my closet 
as fast as possible to avoid looking like a slob! I may wear pressed shirts and have a clean look 
now, but I can be a serious clutter bug if I am not careful! 
 

2. Truthfully, we hide not only in church, but really anywhere it doesn’t feel safe to be authentic. That 
makes me sad, and some of that may never change. In light of who Jesus is and Paul’s 
admonition, though, it is important to find the people and the spaces where we can be very honest 
and bring everything to our creator, especially those things we seek to be more vital. 
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3. As a pastor I have the unique privilege of having individual conversations with you about vitality 
and temperance. One example is that, for more than 25 years the pre-marital counseling I have 
offered has included conversations about family systems, navigating disagreements, managing 
finances, and yes, preparing for a healthy sex life. I know, talking to a pastor about sex is not on 
the top of most people’s bucket lists, but it is important. 

 
4. And, likewise, I believe that talking about sex with our children is critically important in the 21st 

century as well. Researchers tell us that more than two thirds of men in the United States view 
pornography regularly and almost 20% of all men confess being addicted to pornography.3 Even 
more revealing of the struggle is that most boys begin seeking pornography on the internet by the 
age of 10.4 And, what emerging research is telling us is that unlike previous generations where 
porn was mostly images in magazines and you had to risk being seen in public getting at video 
product, the rapid and living video experience of pornographic web content is physically 
reconstruction the brains of mostly boys and men such that they are incapable of having real sex 
with real women.  

 
One reason for hope in these statistics is that, for the first time in the modern era, there appears to 
be a broader movement in culture (even non-religious movements) of men seeking abstinence of 
porn as a means to return to sexual vitality.  

 
5. Paul used the word “sacrifice” in his admonitions. Personally, the only sex education I had growing 

up was in my late elementary school. And, looking back, it was pretty good education, but didn’t 
discuss such matters as pornography and sex trafficking. My parents never brought such things 
up, perhaps because it is difficult to talk about. It is a sacrifice of sorts because it feels 
uncomfortable. I have not particularly enjoyed talking to my children about sex and porn and I 
guarantee you they have enjoyed it less. 

 
But, I urge you to speak with your children as early as they have access to the internet and no 
later than 10 years of age. And, not just with boys, but with all of our children because everyone is 
effected by the objectification of others and the distortion of sex. Offering ourselves as living 
sacrifices includes being honest about the importance of healthy sex lives and being clear minded 
about the ways that lust can derail that vitality. 

 
6. What if things are already derailed either for yourself or someone you love? What if lust and 

gluttony, or other such things that we all struggle with, has you or someone you love deeply 
ensnared in a full-blown addiction or disorder? First, it is so important that we reach for the 
resources that can help us. The complexity of the human brain and the physical changes that 
happen with addictions require more than prayer to heal. I am not suggesting limiting the power of 
God, I am simply elevating the necessity of helping one another, and particularly leveraging the 
help of those who have walked the harrowing journeys of addiction before us and can help our 
thinking to be renewed alongside the essential and powerful work of God’s Spirit. 

 
These are tough things. And they require intentional choices. This is why Paul urged us to choose to 
not conform to the patterns of excess, but be transformed through the renewal of our minds in order 
to know God’s perfect and pleasing will.   

                                                
3 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/elwood-d-watson/pornography-addiction-amo_b_5963460.html (Accessed 5-14-16) 
4 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wSF82AwSDiU (accessed 5-14-16 and featuring a presentation by Gary Wilson 
called “The Great Porn Experiment” 
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C. Do Not Conform, But Be Transformed 
 
1. I feel compelled to say a few things about this language of “God’s perfect will.” It is my perception, 

after 25 years of vocational ministry, that many internalize these words of Paul to mean, “God only 
loves and blesses those who lead perfect lives.” Its like we get amnesia and forget that Paul first 
said that all of life is to be viewed through mercy and that, according to broader New Testament 
theology reflecting on Jesus and his teachings, it is God who deems us holy in spite of our sinful 
nature, in spite of our excesses, and not because we power our way through some white knuckled 
attempt at perfection.5 And, sadly, attempts at perfection are typically accompanied by an 
inclination to judge everyone else who seems to be fairing worse in the struggle for moral 
superiority. 
 

2. The transformation of our minds that Paul is talking about here is not about attaining perfection, 
but principally about seeing ourselves and everyone through more generous lenses in light of the 
radical grace of God. And, that it is kindness and acceptance that gives us and our loved ones 
more of a chance at turning things around in the personal battles that we all face. 
 
Earlier in Paul’s letter to the Romans he raised the problem of how self-righteousness and judging 
one another is a killer of vitality. He said…   

 
1 You, therefore, have no excuse, you who pass judgment on someone else, for at whatever 
point you judge another, you are condemning yourself, because you who pass judgment do 
the same things. 2 Now we know that God’s judgment against those who do such things is 
based on truth.  
 

3 So when you, a mere human being, pass judgment on them and yet do the same things, do 
you think you will escape God’s judgment? 4 Or do you show contempt for the riches of his 
kindness, forbearance and patience, not realizing that God’s kindness is intended to lead you 
to repentance? 

Romans 2:1-4. NIV 
 
It was third century Christian theologian Augustine who said, “Temperance is love giving itself 
completely to that which is loved.” Paul’s writing and Augustine’s summary of what Paul was 
getting at in regards to today’s teaching compels us to think anew about how we support one 
another’s journey toward temperance. 
 

3. My wife Holly and I have lived through the ups and downs of this journey over the years. This 
coming Thursday is our 26th wedding anniversary. And, going back to the very beginning days of 
first falling in love there were a few things that were very clear to both of us: I was a work glutton 
and Holly’s reach for temperance was hindered by childhood pain and an eating disorder.  
 
I remember the moment when, after dating for several months, we experienced a break through. 
We each confessed to one another that we would both have life long struggles in these key areas, 
and that pure acceptance and love was the only way we could find vitality and the strength to keep 
working on our (and I will now use a technical term) “stuff”. 

                                                
5 Hebrews 10:10; 1 Corinthians 1:30. 
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4. We were married on May 19, 1990, and interestingly, as the years moved on I have been 

rewarded in my career for work-a-holism, and Holly has often been judged for not being some 
perfect picture of a pastor’s spouse. This is outrageously unfair and revelatory to me. And, 
confounding because Holly completes me with her humor, intelligence, passion, love and beauty. 
Thankfully, our personal battles and the awkwardness of image expectations for religious leaders 
has drawn us closer together. We are stronger for it and yet we continue to wrestle with the things 
that we acknowledged 26 years ago. 
 
I have asked Holly to come and sing a song that she wrote in the journey of seeking temperance.  
 

5. HOLLY SPEAKING 
 

You Never Cry 
Words and Music by Holly Collison6 

 
You never cry 
You never shed a tear 
Of all the parts inside, of all the parts inside 
Its you who never cries, you never shed a tear. 
 
No truth can get past you no ambition ever tries 
Your shadow falls upon the dreams of an imagined paradise 
 
And its you who never cries 
You never shed a tear 
 
Like a filter on my heart 
You sift my dreams apart 
Infuse yourself to all that’s true  
And its tainted from the start 
 
And its you who never cry 
You never shed a tear 
Of all the parts inside, that vie for my attention  
Its you who never cries 
You’ve never shed a tear. 

 
6. We are in front of you today sharing our imperfections and our personal battles, so that you will 

have hope for your own journey. And, to help us as a community pursue a culture of grace and 
mercy such that Christ’s transforming love keeps us working at our “stuff” with earnestness. Paul 
said several things in today’s text that have been vital for Holly and I to continue being 
transformed in our thinking. He said: 

 
9 Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 10 Be devoted to one another in 
love. Honor one another above yourselves.11 Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual 

                                                
6 © 2000, Holly Collison 
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fervor, serving the Lord.12 Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. 13 Share with 
the Lord’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality. 
14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice; 
mourn with those who mourn. 16 Live in harmony with one another. Do not be proud, but be 
willing to associate with people of low position. Do not be conceited. 

Romans 12:9-16. NIV. 
 
Mercy is at the heart of temperance and the hinge pursuit of healthy life, pleasure and community is 
the work that is done in full view of our imperfections and personal battles. There is joy in the journey 
as we awaken a little more every day to the ways that our thinking does actually change as grace 
takes its effect.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Holly, do you have any concluding thoughts? 
 
HOLLY SPEAKING 
 

His Eye is on the Sparrow 
Charles H. Gabriel 

 
 
Why should I feel discouraged and why should the shadows come? 
Why should my heart be lonely and long for heaven and home? 
When Jesus is my portion, a constant Friend is He,  
His eye is on the sparrow and I know He watches me. 
His eye is on the sparrow and I know He watches me. 
 
I sing because I'm happy;  
I sing because I'm free;  
For his eye is on the sparrow 
And I know He watches me. 
 
Whenever you am tempted; whenever clouds arise;  
When songs give place to sighing; when hope within you dies;  
Draw the closer to Him; from care ye sets you free;  
His eye is on the sparrow and I know He watches me. 
His eye is on the sparrow and I know He watches me. 
 
I sing because I'm happy;  
I sing because I'm free;  
For his eye is on the sparrow 
And I know He watches me... 

 
Prayer 
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God of all life and God of the virtues, we seek to live and love like Christ. Give us compassion and 
mercy for one another’s personal battles. And, lead us into lives of temperance that our lives, our 
pleasures, and our community relationships are holistic and joyful.  
 
In Jesus Name. Amen. 
 
Benediction 
 
As our week now begins, may we remember that temperance is simply “The moderation of desires” 
and is bolstered by a holistic understanding of life, pleasure and community.  
 
Go in peace. Amen. 
 


