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Sermon Notes 

Virtues of the Kingdom of God 

Pastor Jerry Truex; October 9, 2011 

 

 

A. Introduction 

 

Today we begin our series on Virtues and Vices and, as part of that series, the issue of 

character ethics will be included. 

 

Today I will give a general orientation to virtues and vices, character and habits, and their 

relationship to something beyond the individual, namely, the community in which people are 

inextricably nested. Finally, I will talk about the virtues and values of the Kingdom of God 

and highlight one Kingdom virtue: Poverty of Spirit. 

 

B. Virtues and Vices 

 

1. Virtues 

 

A virtue (Latin: virtus, Greek: ἀρετή) is a positive character trait or quality of a 

person that promotes well-being, both individual and collective well-being.  So a 

virtue is called a moral excellence.  

 

Virtues are positive habits of a person that helps us live well as human beings. For 

example, virtue of courage helps us stand firm when we have to endure pain or 

difficulty, when someone else might run away. Courage enables us to remain faithful 

to other people when the going gets rough.  

 

Virtue is also determined by the community in which one participates. A person is 

considered virtuous, if their habits and character help actualize the values of a 

specific community. A person is virtuous is they contribute the good of the 

community.  

 

Consider two different communities: the Marines and the Mennonites. 

 

 Marines: Virtues in the Marine community might include: courage, self-

control, and physical endurance. It would probably also include ability to 

follow orders in a chain of command, the ability to kill another person 

designated as the enemy, and the ability to destroy things. It would probably 

not include love, gentleness, and peace/reconciliation. 

 Mennonite: Virtues in a Mennonite community might include: courage, self-

control, and physical endurance. It would probably also include the ability to 
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function in a non-hierarchical way, love the enemy, and seeking peace 

through reconciliation. It would probably not include the ability to kill and 

destroy or take orders unquestioningly. 

 

The point is: Virtue is determined by what the community values. A person is 

virtuous, if their habits and character help actualize the values of the community.  

 

2. Vices 

 

A vice (Latin: vitium, meaning “failing” or “defect”) is the opposite of a virtue. It is 

also a habit or character trait. Vices may give us temporary pleasurable, but 

inevitably vices are corrosive and lead to undermining our well-being.   

 

Vices have an attractive power, but they prove to be misguided. They offer deceptive 

imitations of what humans really need.  

 

Augustine wrote: “My sin was this: I looked for pleasure, beauty, and truth 

not in [God] but in myself and in his other creatures and the search led me 

instead to pain, confusion, and error.” (Confessions, Book i.20) 

 

C. Character and Habits 

 

Character refers to a person‟s unique “configuration of good and bad habits … It is 

the kind of person we are and are becoming as a result of the choices we make in 

the context of the communities of which we are a part.”1 

 

Both virtues and vices are acquired through practice. The more we practice a specific 

thought or behavior, the easier and more proficient we become.  

 

An unknown author wrote: 

Watch your thoughts, for they become words. 

Watch your words, for they become actions. 

Watch your actions, for they become habits. 

Watch your habits, for they become character. 

Watch your character, for it becomes your destiny.2 

 

We can know our character by how we act in unplanned, spontaneous ways in 

ordinary life; thus self-knowledge is the key.  

 

                                                           
1 Russell B. Connors and Patrick T. McCormick, Character, Choices & Community: The Three Faces of Christian 
Ethics (Mahwah: Paulist, 1998) 10. 
2 Cardwell C. Nuckols, The Ego-Less Self: Achieving Peace & Tranquility Beyond All Understanding (Deerfield Beach, 
FL: Health Communications, 2010) 41. 
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Think of sledding down a hill. The first sled goes down slowly, carving a grove in the 

snow. Other sleds follow, over and over, down the same path. After many trips a 

well-worn groove develops and it is hard to steer anywhere but along that grove.  

 

[Give example of basketball practice and game performance. To play well, the 

skills must be so well developed that they are unconscious and happen 

spontaneously.] 

 

Character traits or habits are like that. The first couple of times, it‟s tough going, but 

after many tries it becomes “second nature.” That‟s character. When our thoughts 

and behaviors become second nature, they are part of our character.  

 

D. Lists of vices and virtues 

 

1. Apostle Paul (d. 64 AD) 

 

Fruit of the Spirit: Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 

gentleness, and self-control (Gal 5:22-23). 

 

Works of the Flesh: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, 

strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, 

and things like these (Gal 5:19-21). 

 

Paul‟s list is not comprehensive; he was giving a representative sample of vices and 

virtues. Elsewhere he gives us different lists. In Eph. 4:22-24 and Col. 35-14, Paul 

links virtues with “putting on the new self” and vices with “putting off the old self.”  

 

One of the main tasks for a Christian is character development; that is, dying to the 

old self and rising to new life in Christ; Christians are to put away vices and put on 

virtue. 

 

2. The Seven Deadly Sins  

 

The “Seven Deadly Sins” is supposed to be comprehensive. All vices can be put in 

one of the seven categories. The list is not from the Bible, but emerged from the 

early church. They were official formulated by Gregory the Great (520-604), but it 

goes back to John Cassian (360-435) and Evagrius (345-399), who listed eight vices. 

There are no corresponding virtues, but people have correlated various virtues with 

the Seven Deadly Sins.  
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Seven Deadly Sins3  Seven Virtues Description 

Vainglory Humility  

Greed Generosity  

Envy Kindness  

Anger Peace  

Lust Self-Control  

Gluttony Temperance   

Sloth Zeal  

 

Among the seven deadly sins, pride is not listed because it was seen as the root of 

all vices. Thus, envy sprang from pride, just as lust or sloth.  

 

For the first millennia, the seven vices were at the heart of the process of 

purgation—self-examination and the removal of unwanted character qualities.4 

 

We might ask why these seven and not others. They are not just bad habits. And 

they are not the worst possible or most frequent vices—the list omits murder, 

cruelty, lying, and other notorious behaviors. The reason why these seven have been 

chosen is because they are “capital (head) vices”; that is, as capital vices they were 

thought to be the source or fountainhead of all vices.5 

 

How does our culture respond to the notion of vices? You can guess it is not positive. 

MTV did a special in August 1993 on the Seven Deadly Sins which involved 

interviewing various well-known entertainers from the music and television industry. 

They pretty much all agreed the Seven Deadly Sins were not vices at all. If fact, they 

were considered good things. For them, the Seven Deadly Sins were “Just some 

dumb list.”6 

 

3. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) 

 

Aquinas wrote extensively on virtues. He singled out seven virtues: 

 Theological virtues: Faith, Hope, and Love (given by God). 

 Cardinal virtues: prudence (practical wisdom), justice, courage, and 

temperance (acquired by effort).  

 

                                                           
3 There are different lists: (1) Evagrius and Cassian list eight: gluttony, lust, avarice, wrath, sadness/dispondency, 
sloth/weariness of the soul, vainglory, and pride, (2) Gregory lists seven: vainglory, envy, sadness, avarice, wrath, 
lust, and gluttony with pride as the root, and (3) Aquinas lists seven: vainglory, envy, sloth, avarice, wrath, lust, 
and gluttony with pride as the root. See Rebecca Konyndyk DeYoung, Glittering Vices: A New Look at the Seven 
Deadly Sins and Their Remedies (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2009) 28. 
4 Rebecca Konyndyk DeYoung, Glittering Vices: A New Look at the Seven Deadly Sins and Their Remedies (Grand 
Rapids: Brazos, 2009) 33. 
5 Rebecca Konyndyk DeYoung, Glittering Vices: A New Look at the Seven Deadly Sins and Their Remedies (Grand 
Rapids: Brazos, 2009) 33. 
6 Wikipeda; http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seven_deadly_sins.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seven_deadly_sins
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They are meant to be a comprehensive, holistic picture of the Christian person. 

These are the qualities that everyone who wants to be Christlike must seek and 

cultivate.7  

 

E. Why study virtues and vices? 

 

One of the benefits of learning about virtues and vices is we become aware of who 

and what influences our character—our habits, both good and bad. Once we become 

aware, then we have more choice and control in how our character is shaped and 

thus how well we flourish as human beings.  

 

The Apostle Paul also encourages us to examine ourselves to see if we are in Christ:  

 

2 Cor. 13:5. Examine yourselves to see whether 

you are living in the faith. Test yourselves. Do you 

not realize that Jesus Christ is in you?-- unless, 

indeed, you fail to meet the test! (NRSV) 

2 Cor. 13:5. ~Eautou.j peira,zete eiv evste. evn th/| 
pi,stei( èautou.j dokima,zete\ h' ouvk 
evpiginw,skete èautou.j o[ti VIhsou/j Cristo.j evn 
ùmi/nÈ eiv mh,ti avdo,kimoi, evsteÅ 

 

By doing a self-examination, we are better able to realize our Higher Self or True Self 

in Christ; this is, we are better able to realize our human potential and to flourish as 

God intended.  

 

F. The Virtues and Values of the Kingdom of God 

 

1. Kingdom virtues 

 

It is argued by Stassen and Gushee in Kingdom Ethics that the character qualities 

expressed in the Beatitudes (Matthew 5:3-12) are the virtues that correlate with the 

Kingdom of God.8 Here are the Beatitudes in Matthew‟s Gospel. 

 

Matt. 5:3-12.  "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for 

theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  4 "Blessed are 

those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.  5 

"Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the 

earth.  6 "Blessed are those who hunger and thirst 

for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.  7 

"Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain 

mercy.  8 "Blessed are the pure in heart, for they 

Matt. 5:3-12.  
3  Maka,rioi oì ptwcoi. tw/| 

pneu,mati( o[ti auvtw/n evstin h` basilei,a tw/n 

ouvranw/nÅ  4  maka,rioi oì penqou/ntej( o[ti auvtoi. 

paraklhqh,sontaiÅ  5  maka,rioi oì praei/j( o[ti 

auvtoi. klhronomh,sousin th.n gh/nÅ  6  maka,rioi oì 
peinw/ntej kai. diyw/ntej th.n dikaiosu,nhn( o[ti 

auvtoi. cortasqh,sontaiÅ  7  maka,rioi oì 

evleh,monej( o[ti auvtoi. evlehqh,sontaiÅ  8  maka,rioi 

                                                           
7 Rebecca Konyndyk DeYoung, Glittering Vices: A New Look at the Seven Deadly Sins and Their Remedies (Grand 
Rapids: Brazos, 2009) 18. 
8 Glen H. Stassen and David P. Gushee, Kingdom Ethics: Following Jesus in Contemporary Context (Downers 
Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2003) 32-54. 
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shall see God.  9 "Blessed are the peacemakers, for 

they shall be called sons of God.  10 "Blessed are 

those who are persecuted for righteousness' sake, 

for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  11 "Blessed are 

you when men revile you and persecute you and 

utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my 

account.  12 Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is 

great in heaven, for so men persecuted the 

prophets who were before you. (NRSV) 

oì kaqaroi. th/| kardi,a|( o[ti auvtoi. to.n qeo.n 

o;yontaiÅ  9  maka,rioi oì eivrhnopoioi,( o[ti auvtoi. 

uìoi. qeou/ klhqh,sontaiÅ  10  maka,rioi oì 
dediwgme,noi e[neken dikaiosu,nhj( o[ti auvtw/n 

evstin h̀ basilei,a tw/n ouvranw/nÅ  11  maka,rioi, 
evste o[tan ovneidi,swsin ùma/j kai. diw,xwsin kai. 
ei;pwsin pa/n ponhro.n kaqV ùmw/n Îyeudo,menoiÐ 

e[neken evmou/Å  12  cai,rete kai. avgallia/sqe( o[ti o` 
misqo.j ùmw/n polu.j evn toi/j ouvranoi/j\ ou[twj ga.r 
evdi,wxan tou.j profh,taj tou.j pro. ùmw/nÅ 

 

The virtues mentioned in the Beatitudes—poverty of spirit, mourning, righteousness, 

mercy, purity of heart, peacemaking, and so on—express the requirements for 

entering of the Kingdom of God 9 and they also point to the way we participate in 

God‟s Reign now.10  

 

If we cultivate humility, mourning, righteousness, and so on, we will not only help to 

realize the values and goals of the Reign of God, but also we will flourish as human 

beings designed for living under God‟s Reign.   

 

The Reign of God has already dawned, but it is not yet fully realized. So we are able 

to participate in the Reign of God now to a limited extent, we also point to the future 

by expressing the values of the Kingdom to some extent here-and-now.  

 

2. Sample Virtue: Poor in Spirit (Matt. 5:3) 

 

Let me take one of the Beatitudes as an example: 

 

Matt 5:3. “Blessed [makarioi] are the poor in 

spirit [hoi ptōchoi to pneumati], for theirs is 

the kingdom of heaven.”  

Matt 5:3. Maka,rioi oì ptwcoi. tw/| 
pneu,mati( o[ti auvtw/n evstin h` basilei,a tw/n 
ouvranw/nÅ 

 

What did Jesus mean by “poor in spirit”? 

 

1. Does “spirit” (pneu/ma) refer to (i) the Holy Spirit or (ii) the human spirit? 

 If think the word “spirit” (pneu/ma) refers to the human spirit. If so, it has a 

range of meaning, including the immaterial life force, the whole person, the 

                                                           
9 Following the use of beatitudes in the Wisdom tradition; Robert A. Geulich, Sermon on the Mount: A Foundation 
for Understanding (Waco: Word, 1982) 64-66. 
10 Glen H. Stassen and David P. Gushee, Kingdom Ethics (Downers Grove, 2003) 32-37; Robert A. Guelich, The 
Sermon on the Mount (Waco: Word, 1982) 32. 
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inner life (intellect, will, and emotions), the moral faculty, the self that 

interacts with or is orientated toward God.
11
  

 

2. Is the word “spirit” (pneu,mati) a dative of reference or a dative of means? 

 I think it is a dative of means. If so, then it is saying it is by one’s own human 

spirit, by one‟s choice, to be “poor,” whatever “poor” means in this case 

 

3. Does “poor” (ptwco,j refer to literal poverty or metaphorical emptiness or humility?  

 Both Matthew and Luke are quoting Isa. 61:1, which uses the word ʾanav 

(wn"['), a term which refers to the “economically poor” and “spiritually poor.”  

 Thus, many scholars think that the poor in spirit (oì ptwcoi. tw/| pneu,mati) refers 

to both the “spiritually poor” (Matthew) and “materially poor” (Luke). 

 However, I think Matthew is not focused on material poverty in this text; 

rather, he is using “poor” in the metaphorical sense of “poor in attitude,” an 

attitude of not being attached to anything or nonattachment! Such happiness 

or blessedness is not dependent on material goods beyond the basics. 

 

From my perspective, Matt 5:3 means this: “Blessed are the nonattached by their 

own choice, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven.” When you practice nonattachment, 

you experience the presence of the Kingdom here-and-now.  

 

First, what is an attachment? 

 An attachment (addiction) is an emotionally backed demand—“I must have 

what I want and I will not be happy unless I have it.”
12
   

 An attachment (addiction) can be a behavior, an emotion, a substance, or 

anything else a person is not willing or able to give up. 

 An attachment (addiction) is an inappropriate attractions of the will toward 

any particular person, place, or thing—the fulfillment of such desires harms 

oneself or others  

Attachments feed our narcissistic ego or false self (“the flesh”; Gal. 5:16ff)  

 Turn us toward self-gratification, self-protection, self-promotion 

 Turn us away from realizing the image of God in us. 

 

Second, what is nonattachment or poverty of spirit? Nonattachment or poverty of 

spirit can be described in a variety of ways.  

 Nonattachment is submission to God 

                                                           
11 See Jerry Truex, Notes on theological Anthropology. 
12 Gerald May, Addiction and Grace (1988) 24-25 states that addictions are “caused by attachments, or nailing, of 
desire to specific objects. The word behavior is especially important in this definition, for it indicates that action is 
essential to addiction.” However, May goes on to say that “thinking is also a behavior, a „doing.‟ Thus images, 
memories, fantasies, ideas, concepts, and even certain feeling states can become objects of attachment, and one 
can become fully addicted to them…. Some of us might even admit to having been addicted to certain moods—
depression, shyness, cynicism, and the like.”  
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 It refers to trusting God enough o doe what is right—to please God—without 

demanding or expecting certain outcomes for our action. 

 It is letting go of our ego‟s demands for, and addictions to, power (control), 

possessions (security), and pleasure (sensations)—the three big attachments; 

put differently, it is not demanding that “I must have” power, money, and 

sex—the central values of our secular world. 

 

What are the implications of this teaching? It means that a rich person can have the 

virtue of “poverty of spirit,” if he or she is willing to part with their money if the Lord 

wills. Conversely, it is possible for a poor person not to have the virtue of “poverty of 

spirit,” if they are clinging to the idea that they must have money to be happy.   

 

3. Kingdom values  

 

Glen Stassen identifies seven characteristics of the Kingdom (Reign) of God based on 

Isaiah.13 Matthew presents Jesus as the eschatological prophet of Isaiah, so it is 

natural to see Isaiah view of the “good news” of God‟s Reign as the backdrop for 

Matthew.  

 

Seventeen passages in Isaiah the proclaim the good news of the deliverance of God 

(9:1-7, 11; 24:14-25:12; 26; 31:1-33:20; 33; 35; 40:1-11; 42:1-44:8; 49; 51:1-

51; 52:13-53:12; 54; 56; 60; 61; 62). From these passages, seven themes can be 

discerned. 

 

a. God is present as Spirit/Light 

 

Nine passages of 17 refer to the presence of God as Spirit or Light; for 

example: 

 

Isaiah 60:1-2, 19.  1 Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the LORD has risen upon 

you.  2 For darkness shall cover the earth, and thick darkness the peoples; but the LORD will arise upon 

you, and his glory will appear over you…. 19 The sun shall no longer be your light by day, nor for brightness 

shall the moon give light to you by night; but the LORD will be your everlasting light, and your God will 

be your glory. (NRSV) 

 

b. Deliverance or salvation 

 

All seventeen; for example, Isa. 43:1-4 describes Israel as they are exiled 

and oppressed in Babylon and wait the coming of YHWH to create a New 

Exodus. : 

 

                                                           
13 Glen H. Stassen, Living the Sermon on the Mount (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006) 24-37. 
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Isaiah 43:1-4.  1 But now thus says the LORD, he who created you, O Jacob, he who formed you, O 

Israel: Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.  2 When you pass 

through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you; when you 

walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you.  3 For I am the LORD your 

God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior. I give Egypt as your ransom, Ethiopia and Seba in exchange 

for you.  4 Because you are precious in my sight, and honored, and I love you, I give people in return for 

you, nations in exchange for your life.(NRSV) 

 

c. Peace 

 

Fourteen passages of 17 refer to peace; for example: 

 

Isaiah 11:6-13. 6 The wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with the kid, the calf and 

the lion and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them.  7 The cow and the bear shall graze, 

their young shall lie down together; and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.  8 The nursing child shall play 

over the hole of the asp, and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder's den.  9 They will not hurt 

or destroy on all my holy mountain; for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the LORD as the waters 

cover the sea…. 12 He will raise a signal for the nations, and will assemble the outcasts of Israel, and 

gather the dispersed of Judah from the four corners of the earth.  13 The jealousy of Ephraim shall 

depart, the hostility of Judah shall be cut off; Ephraim shall not be jealous of Judah, and Judah shall not 

be hostile towards Ephraim. (NRSV) 

 

Isaiah 60:17-19.17 Instead of bronze I will bring gold, instead of iron I will bring silver; instead of 

wood, bronze, instead of stones, iron. I will appoint Peace as your overseer and Righteousness as your 

taskmaster.  18 Violence shall no more be heard in your land, devastation or destruction within your 

borders; you shall call your walls Salvation, and your gates Praise.  19 The sun shall no longer be your light 

by day, nor for brightness shall the moon give light to you by night; but the LORD will be your everlasting 

light, and your God will be your glory. (NRSV) 

 

d. Healing 

 

Seven passages of 17 refer to healing; for example: 

 

Isaiah 35:5-6.  5 Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped;  6 

then the lame shall leap like a deer, and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy. For waters shall 

break forth in the wilderness, and streams in the desert (NRSV) 

 

e. Joy 

 

Twelve passages of 17 refer to joy; for example: 

 

Isaiah 35:8-10. 8 A highway shall be there, and it shall be called the Holy Way; the unclean shall not 

travel on it, but it shall be for God's people; no traveler, not even fools, shall go astray.  9 No lion shall be 

there, nor shall any ravenous beast come up on it; they shall not be found there, but the redeemed shall 

walk there.  10 And the ransomed of the LORD shall return, and come to Zion with singing; everlasting 
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joy shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away. 

(NRSV) 

 

f. Return from exile 

 

Nine passages of 17 refer to the return from exile; for example: 

 

Isaiah 35:8-10. 8 A highway shall be there, and it shall be called the Holy Way; the unclean shall not 

travel on it, but it shall be for God's people; no traveler, not even fools, shall go astray.  9 No lion shall be 

there, nor shall any ravenous beast come up on it; they shall not be found there, but the redeemed shall 

walk there.  10 And the ransomed of the LORD shall return, and come to Zion with singing; everlasting 

joy shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away. 

(NRSV) 

 

g. Righteousness or justice 

 

Sixteen passages of 17 refer to righteousness or justice; for example: 

 

The Servant of YHWH. Isaiah 42:1-7. 1 Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul 

delights; I have put my spirit upon him; he will bring forth justice to the nations.  2 He will not cry or 

lift up his voice, or make it heard in the street; 3 a bruised reed he will not break, and a dimly burning 

wick he will not quench; he will faithfully bring forth justice (jP'v.mi; mishpat).  4 He will not grow faint 

or be crushed until he has established justice in the earth; and the coastlands wait for his teaching.  5 

Thus says God, the LORD, who created the heavens and stretched them out, who spread out the earth 

and what comes from it, who gives breath to the people upon it and spirit to those who walk in it:  6 I am 

the LORD, I have called you in righteousness (qd,c,; tsedeq) I have taken you by the hand and kept you; I 

have given you as a covenant to the people, a light to the nations,  7 to open the eyes that are blind, to 

bring out the prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness.(NRSV) 

 

The Reign of God places justice and righteousness in parallel. The first word is 

mishpat, which is usually translated “justice.” It refers to “decisions of the 

authorities and practices of the markets that are fair to the poor and the 

powerless.”14 The second word is tsedeq, which is usually translated 

“righteousness.” It refers to “the kind of justice that delivers from slavery and 

from oppression and restores community relationships.”15  

 

G. Conclusions 

                                                           
14 Stassen, Living the Sermon on the Mount, 33. 
15 Stassen, Living the Sermon on the Mount, 34. 


