Lenten Series: Alternatives to the Seven Deadly Sins

Sermon #6 – “Contentment Instead of Gluttony”

Deuteronomy 31:30-32:18

Philippians 4: 10-13

Today we are dealing with what may be the most unpopular of the seven deadly sins. Gluttony is not something you hear many sermons on, maybe it’s because so many of us preachers struggle with our weight.

In the Preacher’s Homiletic Commentary, which contains 42, 176 sermons, there is not a single sermon on the sin of gluttony. Have you ever heard a sermon on this topic? I know that I never have and I have never preached on it before. Maybe it’s a little too close to home for all of us.

One pastor, Rev. Wayne Smith, when he was the pastor of Southland Christian Church in Nicholsville, KY did brave the topic of gluttony one Sunday and he did it with humor and grace. You see, Wayne Smith weighed 275 pounds and so he preached as a struggler. But he began his sermon with this story. He says that his secretary received a phone call at the church office and the person on the other end of the line said, “I’d like to speak to the head hog!” Dr. Smith’s secretary got protective of her pastor and said, “I know Wayne is overweight, but no one has ever been that disrespectful.”

 The man said, “Well, let me apologize. I happen to be a hog farmer over in Scott County. I raise hogs and just sold some for $5000. I watch Wayne on TV and I really like him. I don’t go to church anywhere and so I thought I might send $500 to Southland Church.”

 The church secretary then said, “Wait just a minute, sir – I think the big pig just walked in.”

 Perhaps the reason we have never heard very many sermons on gluttony is because it is so personally close to so many of us. I myself have struggled with overeating and with my weight. Perhaps you have as well. However, perhaps of all places we should be able to share our struggles with one another, shouldn’t the church be the ideal place? We are all sinners in need of God’s grace to make it through. So let us in good humor, struggle with the sin of gluttony for a while this morning.

 It has been said that gluttony could possibly be the original sin of humanity, for was it not food that tempted Adam and Eve in the garden? In the 14th century Chaucer wrote:

“O cursed Gluttony, our first distress!

Cause of our first confusion, first temptation,

The very origin of our damnation.”

(As quoted in Sinning Like a Christian: A New Look at the Seven Deadly Sins 

by William Willamon)

 Of all the seven deadlies, gluttony is perhaps the only one that physically manifests itself in our bodies for the world to see. And in that sense it is the most visibly deadly of the sins. We can see-even measure- how it kills.

 It has been noted in our own country how we are in danger of eating ourselves to death. One-third of all Americans, approximately 100 million of us, are overweight. Fifteen percent of American children are overweight. Obesity is a national health hazard increasing our risk factors for Type II diabetes, high blood pressure, unhealthy cholesterol levels, heart disease, stroke, just to name a few problems created by gluttony. And in my own struggle with gluttony, these are risk factors that I have been challenged by my physician to manage.  As a result of obesity in America, 300,000 people die every year. Gluttony is quite tangibly a deadly sin. 

And so, a word of warning from that wonderful Muppet theologian, Miss Piggy, might be good for us. Miss Piggy said, “Never eat anything at one sitting that you can’t lift.” Thanks for the advice, Miss Piggy!

 Having said all of that, however, just like with all the other sins, we have so often oversimplified the sin of gluttony. Gluttony extends far beyond the dinner table. One does not have to be overweight to be a glutton. The sin of gluttony is ultimately in excess and obsession. Gluttony is not confined to food. It could be anything that one does or focuses on to excess. It could be alcohol or drugs; it could be sex; it could be gambling; video games, or TV, or texting or Facebook. Anything that one does to excess or obsessively to the point of unhealth could be classified as gluttony. In fact, in a rather counter-intuitive way, in this Food Channel watching, fast-food eating, Bobby Flay-Rachel Ray cooking, culture we live in, dieting can actually verge on the sin of gluttony.

 St Thomas Aquinas, way back in the 13th century noted a form of gluttony he called “eating too daintily,” that is, being so fastidious about what one eats that she obsesses if the food is not just so, just to her liking. Read C.S Lewis’ The Screwtape Letters sometime and you will see what he refers to as “the gluttony of delicacy.”

 Dieting has reached a point of excessiveness for many of us in this country. Dieting is now a $50 billion industry in this country – larger than the gross national product of the nation of Ireland. And it has led to a “cult of thinness” in our midst that has especially reeked havoc on young girls, who are communicated the damnable lie by our culture that if you’re not a size two then something is sorely wrong with you. The obsession with dieting and thinness falls into the sin of gluttony as well, for anything one does to excess is gluttony.

 I dare say the massive consumer debt we carry as citizens is due to the sin of gluttony. The hunger for “stuff” has fueled our indebtedness - made us materialistic junkies Perhaps one of the positive side effects of the Great Recession is that we are beginning to see how deadly all of this is to our well-being as individuals and as a nation. We cannot purchase, charge or mortgage our way into happiness any more than we can eat or diet our way into happiness.

 And so this is gluttony – it is the excessiveness that can plague any part of lives. But here’s the deal for us Christians. It is not just the threat to our bodies that makes gluttony deadly. It is the threat of death it brings to our souls.

 St Augustine, one of the earliest Christian theologians, was greatly concerned not so much about what gluttony does to our bodies, but what it does to our souls. And I think contemporary theologian, Frederick Buechner, summed up this concern well when he put it this way:

“A glutton is one who raids the icebox for a cure for spiritual malnutrition.”

(Wishful Thinking)

 You see, here’s the deal – in gluttony we feed our face while starving our hearts. We stuff ourselves with something material trying to satiate ourselves, when the longing we have is for something so much deeper. And in our gluttony we forget God, the one who made us as needing creatures. And so that same St. Augustine -who as a young man restlessly wallowed in gluttony searching for something to fill the hunger within himself - could one day come to realize and write:

“Our hearts are restless until they find their rest in thee.”

Indeed, the alternative to gluttony in our lives is a holy…

…Contentment

In the New Testament lesson of the day, the Apostles Paul speaks of this contentment and how he found it. He found in it in the strength of Christ:

“…for I have learned to be content with whatever I have. 12I know what it is to have little, and I know what it is to have plenty. In any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of being well fed and of going hungry, of having plenty and of being in need. 13I can do all things through him who strengthens me.”(Philippians 4: 11b-13)

Contentment is the godly answer to gluttony’s insatiability and it cultivates in us a sense of gratitude to the God who has given us everything (everything!) we need.

 That was one of the spiritual maladies gluttony created in the lives of the Israelites we read about in the Old Testament passage today – an insidious grumbling that led to a grinding ingratitude.

 This hymn from the book of Deuteronomy re-tells to the people of Israel how God brought them through their wilderness wandering following their liberation for slavery in Egypt. It tells how the Lord supplied everything they needed in the desert – water to drink, manna and quail to eat, and how God protected them like a mother eagle sheltering her eaglets.

 And then it tells how the Lord brought them to “a land flowing with milk and honey” and how once they were in the land God provided for them the finest of wine to drink and beef to eat. But then they succumbed to the sin of gluttony and look at what happened:

““But Israel soon became fat and unruly;
 the people grew heavy, plump, and stuffed!
   Then they abandoned the God who had made them;
 they made light of the Rock of their salvation. 

They offered sacrifices to demons, which are not God,
 to gods they had not known before,
 to new gods only recently arrived,
 to gods their ancestors had never feared.”


You see friends, the danger of gluttony, or any excess of one thing or another in our lives is that we become so full of these goods that we forsake God! And isn’t it true that though we live in the most affluent time and place in human history, in “a land flowing with milk and honey,” we find it more and more the case that the “Rock of our salvation” is made light of and we, like ancient Israel, teeter on the brink so often of ungratefully abandoning the God who made us, turning instead “to new gods only recently arrived” on the store shelves or in the auto dealer’s showroom.

 How can we find this contentment that will cultivate in us a right handling of stuff and a right relationship with God? Paul says that it is through Christ:

“I can do all things through Christ, who strengthens me.”

 Israel had to learn it and so will we. We are helpless in our sin without the Lord. We are prone to fill ourselves with those things we make (or bake, whichever the case may be) instead of our Maker.

 However, like Paul –through the strength of Jesus Christ – we can learn to be content; to be at peace with God no matter what our outward circumstances may be. May you find that contentment. May we all find it, so that we do not feed our face and starve of souls.
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