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“Moderation!  Really?” Eph. 5:18; Luke 12:13-21 4/2/17 

In a “Pearls Before Swine” comic strip that is usually posted on my 

office door, Rat and Pig are seated in church.  The preacher says, “Today 

I’d like to look at Matt. 16:26…’For what will it profit a man if he gains the 

whole world but forfeits his soul?”  “Indeed,” he continues.  “Is it the goal of 

life to amass as much money as one possibly can?  Is it the goal of life to 

own the biggest house?  It is the goal of life to impress your neighbor with 

the nicest car, the best clothes, the fanciest watch?”  Rat then jumps out of 

his seat, and yells “Yes! Yes! Yes!”  In the last frame, Rat and Pig are 

standing outside the church building as Rat says, “I guess he didn’t really 

want an answer.” To which Pig replies, “I’ve never seen a church ejection 

before.” 

As long as there have been people, they have wondered about the 

purpose of life and what leads to fulfillment for us.  What do we really need 

to be happy and fulfilled?  One view, a view that goes back at least as far 

as ancient philosophers like Aristotle and Plato, is that human beings need 

to develop certain virtues or character traits so that we and our societies 

can flourish.  The ancients named four such virtues: prudence, justice, 

moderation, and courage.  Early Christian thinkers, drawing on virtue lists 

in the Bible, added three more: faith, hope, and love.  These became 

known as the seven cardinal virtues, counterpoints to the Seven Deadly 
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Sins.  The idea is that if people want to live fulfilling and productive lives, 

and navigate their way through the inevitable joys and challenges of life, 

they need to develop these virtues.   

 This morning I would like to focus on one of these virtues that I think 

is endangered in our time, one that is almost never discussed in 

contemporary America- moderation.  I read a book this week called, On 

Moderation:  Defending an Ancient Virtue in a Modern World, by Harry 

Clor.  He looks at moderation from a personal perspective and then from a 

societal and political perspective.  I’d like to do the same thing today.   

Now I have to admit that many people are not excited about learning 

the virtue of moderation!  They think of someone without passion, who 

never takes risks, or perhaps a Charlie Brown, wishy-washy person.  Not a 

very inspiring picture!  So, what is the value of moderation, and why should 

we aspire to it? 

 Let’s take a couple examples and see where that takes us.  Let’s say 

you’ve had a terrible day- your boss yelled at you, or your boyfriend broke 

up with you, or your cat shredded your sofa, or your car broke down- you 

are feeling lower than a turtle!  So, you show up at the Blue and Gray Bar 

and Grill for Happy Hour, and your first impulse is to drink a lot of alcohol in 

order to take the edge off, or to just forget about your problems altogether.  
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But, somewhere in the back of your mind you remember you just heard a 

really good sermon about moderation and you catch yourself. 

 You remember that when you drink a lot, bad things tend to happen.  

You say things that you later wish you hadn’t.  You don’t make good sexual 

decisions.  You sometimes forget that you shouldn’t drive when you’ve 

been drinking.  Maybe you get a little mean, too.  And then there’s the next 

morning, when you still have the same problems to deal with, but you feel 

so hung over that you’re even less able to cope with them!  So, you decide 

to exercise some self-control and limit yourself to two beers.  Good thing 

you heard that sermon! 

 Notice that your moderation has resulted in a better outcome for you, 

and for other people around you- other drivers on the road, and people you 

might have been unkind to, for example.  Exercising moderation has 

resulted in a better life for you and others.  And it involved two primary skills 

or traits.  First, the ability to step back from your situation and look at it 

somewhat objectively.  None of us are able to do that perfectly; we’re too 

entwined in our own feelings and thoughts.  But we can all learn to stop 

and ask God to help us get a little distance from a particular moment in 

order to see things more clearly.  To see the bigger picture.  To see other 

ways of looking at things.  Having done that, the second trait comes into 



4 
 

play- self-control.  And the Bible talks a lot about this trait, even listing it as 

one of the fruits of the Spirit in Gal. 5:22-23a.  

“By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.” 

 Moderation requires the ability to respond in a thoughtful way to our 

impulses and desires.  It is often contrasted with its opposite, the deadly sin 

of gluttony.  Gluttony is the tendency to simply react to our desires and 

appetites by indulging them.  The Bible teaches moderation in regard to 

food, alcohol, sex, money, and video game-playing.  Well, it doesn’t 

actually talk about video game-playing, but if it did, it would encourage 

moderation.  The Bible doesn’t condemn any of these things, and in fact 

sees them all as good gifts.  But it teaches that because each of them has 

destructive potential for ourselves and others, they must be used in 

moderation.  Here’s another example from Jesus’ teaching.  (SLIDE #4) 

15And (Jesus) said to them, ‘Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds 

of greed; for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of 

possessions.’16Then he told them a parable: ‘The land of a rich man 

produced abundantly. 17And he thought to himself, “What should I do, for I 

have no place to store my crops?” 18Then he said, “I will do this: I will pull 

down my barns and build larger ones, and there I will store all my grain and 

my goods. 19And I will say to my soul, Soul, you have ample goods laid up 
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for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry.” 20But God said to him, “You 

fool! This very night your life is being demanded of you. And the things you 

have prepared, whose will they be?” 21So it is with those who store up 

treasures for themselves but are not rich towards God.’ (Luke 12:15-21) 

 In this case, rather than moderate his desire to accumulate more and 

more stuff for himself, this man just kept adding more and more wealth 

while neglecting other parts of his life, including his relationship with God 

and others.  His legitimate desire to have enough to live on turned into an 

unhealthy greed that consumed his life.  Moderation keeps our appetites 

and legitimate desires in check so that they do not consume our lives, 

which they are apt to do if they are indiscriminately fulfilled. 

 In addition, moderation, the ability to step back from a situation, see 

things in perspective and proportion, and then act with self-control, is also 

essential in order to sustain loving relationships!  Think about it.  You want 

your spouse or boyfriend or girlfriend or best friend to have this virtue, to 

understand that everything is not all about them, and to respond 

reasonably and lovingly to the challenges of relationships. 

 Even so, some of you are probably concerned that moderation might 

make life very boring, meaning that you can never cut loose, take a risk, go 

on an extravagant vacation, or even eat a second dessert!  Lou even asked 

me this week if moderation means you can’t go wild on your giving to 
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church once in a while!  It doesn’t mean any of those things!  (Certainly not 

in regard to giving!) It just means that you are able to step back from things 

a bit and decide when and how you want to cut loose! (BLANK SLIDE) 

 Moderation also has implications for our political and societal lives.  

Politically, we use the word “moderate” in contrast to “fanatical” or 

“extremist.” 

 I think moderation could be a good virtue for our country, at a time 

when we are so divided and polarized politically.  Generally, political 

moderation tries to take serious account of the fact that competing public 

policies generally involve competing goods or evils.  I tried to do that in my 

recent sermon about refugees, noting that having national security is one  

good and important thing, while showing compassion for refugees is 

another good and important thing.  We need both, because both are good 

and important.  Fanatics or extremists tend to latch on to one good thing 

and deny the validity of the other.  Moderation attempts to find a way to 

address both things. 

 Another example would be the division over abortion that has raged 

in this country for almost 45 years since the Roe vs. Wade Supreme Court 

decision.  The debate places at least two competing good things in tension.  

One is the protection of innocent human life.  The other is supporting the 

right of women to make decisions about highly personal matters concerning 
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their own bodies.  Radical pro-life groups refuse any compromise on the 

protection of life issue, even in cases of rape and incest, or the health of 

the child and mother, even though they may compromise on the rule 

against taking human life in cases of war, self-defense, or capital 

punishment.  Radical pro-choice groups refuse to acknowledge what 

seems obvious to everyone else, that at some point during pregnancy that 

fetus becomes a human being, a living person, who needs societal 

protection. 

 Interestingly, survey after survey shows that the vast majority of 

Americans are moderates on this issue, rejecting both extreme pro-life and 

extreme pro-choice positions.  They recognize the competing goods and 

evils in this issue.  They believe women should be permitted to have an 

abortion early in pregnancy, but later, the developing child must be 

protected.  Similar sets of competing goods can be found in issues like 

health care, the national budget, capital punishment, responses to global 

warming, and tax reform. 

 OK, I’ve now done it.  I’ve risked my job as your pastor by preaching 

about refugees and abortion in back-to-back sermons!  But it seems to me 

that it would certainly be good for our country if the virtue of moderation 

came back into politics and public discourse as it has at times in the past.  

Moderation allowed the Congress and President to do great things on 
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behalf of us all previously.  But today there is so much polarized name-

calling and labeling, that we seem unable to find ways to compromise on 

competing goods and evils, and to solve the complex problems that we 

face.  We need moderation.  Again, that doesn’t mean that we can’t take a 

hard stand on a particular issue.  But it means that we must take seriously 

the good that each side of an issue brings. 

 The biblical virtue of moderation has implications for our personal 

lives and our societal and community lives.  Lent is a time when we 

examine ourselves and seek to become better followers of Jesus.  Growing 

in Christian virtue is an important part of that growth.  Where do you need 

work on this virtue?  Could a trusted friend or mentor, or a pastor or church 

elder assist you to grow in moderation?  If you consistently trip up in a 

particular area, could you make that a matter of prayer each day, and 

perhaps enlist others to pray for you?  How will you grow in this essential 

Christian virtue? 


