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 Pentecost 21
The church you always longed for: models integrity
[Genesis 39:1-12; Acts 20:17-36; Matthew 7:17-20 NLT]
In the beginning…

“Fairy tale turns sour as newlyweds lose money.”
That headline grabbed the attention of millions in Chicago.

A newly-married couple,


driving away from their wedding reception,



left a black case containing all the money they had received as gifts 

– nearly $12,000 --





on the roof of the car.

By the time they reached home, of course, it was gone.

“I feel awful,” said the bride when she was interviewed.

Two days later, the newspaper carried this headline:


“Finders keepers?  Not all believe it.”

David Yi, an unemployed suburban resident,


found the bag containing the $12,000.

With his bills adding up, he might have kept the money.

Who would have known?

But David Yi found the newlyweds


and returned their lost money.

He didn’t even consider keeping it.

“It doesn’t matter whether it’s 12 or 12,000,000
dollars,” he said.

“It doesn’t belong to you. You just have to do what’s right.”

Apparently there is a market for unemployed people with integrity.

David has received job offers 

from Motorola, Sony and the Hilton Hotel chain.

A Hyundai dealer offered him an office and a company car.

David is perplexed;

he can’t understand how a simple act of honesty can draw so much attention.

But to a world that witnesses so little integrity,


David Yi’s behavior is big news.

There is also a market for churches that have integrity.

The church people long for – whether large or small –

is one that is one that models integrity.

In a church that people find attractive,

integrity is not newsworthy;



it’s the norm.

Is our church such a church?

Is Risen Christ a model of integrity?

Remember: “I am the church; you are the church; we are the church together”.

This church cannot model integrity 


unless and until all of us practice what Jesus preached.

The good character of this church depends on you…and on me.

It is you and I, then, that that need to model integrity.

How can you and I do that?

It seems to be a two-step process:

do what you confess…



and confess what you do.

This morning, we’ll discover what that means for each of us.

Modeling integrity

1)  Do what you confess
Do what you confess.
Many people dream of being a model…

of parading down the catwalk,



appearing on the cover of magazines.

Well, here’s our chance, folks.

You and I can be models – showing off,


not the clothes and cosmetics that mere mortals fashion,



but the character that God himself has fashioned for all people on planet earth.

That’s right! Today God calls you and me to model that character...

to do what a man named James said so long ago:



to show my faith by what I do  [James 2:18 NIV]
 In other words, do what you confess.
And how are we doing?
USA Today reports:

“Honesty is the best policy, but not for increasing numbers of Americans who are willing to lie, cheat or steal to get what they want.”

The Josephson Institute of Ethics studied 11,000 of our fellow citizens.

They learned that almost 40% of youth stole from a store in the past year,


65% cheated on an exam.

Adults fared only a bit better.

The study revealed that at least 25% would lie to get or keep a job,


almost 50% would accept a body shop’s offer 

to include unrelated damages in an insurance claim.
You and I, of course, weren’t interviewed.
But does it matter?

Many of the people in the study claimed to attend a church.

No wonder George Barna’s research time and again reveals that


in America there is no noticeable difference in lifestyle



between people who claim to follow Jesus and those who don’t.

And our slip is really showing.
In fact, the watching world seems to revel whenever they catch us out…

whenever they discover that we don’t practice what we preach.

Why is the news media so hard on a preacher who is found with a prostitute…


while it winks at politicians who do the same?

Because the watching world believes that

we in the church should know better…do better.

Folks, when you and I fail,


we not only stink up our own lives;



the whole church starts to reek.

And the watching world gets yet another opportunity to rehearse its familiar chant:


“The church is full of hypocrites…the church is full of hypocrites”

I would love to steal a page from Nike’s marketing manual…and say:


“Just do it!  Just do it!”

But do we know what “it” is?
Do we know what life we are to live…


what character we are to model?

It’s difficult to show if you don’t know.

In one of our lessons for today, 

we were introduced to a handsome hunk named Joseph.

When he was tempted to have an affair…

when he had to make a difficult choice,



what informed his decision?

The values of his culture…

or the values of his Creator?

You know what he said, don’t you?


How could I do such a wicked thing and sin against God?  [Genesis 39:9 NIV]

In another lesson, we listened to a pastor named Paul.
We heard this pastor describe 
how he attempted to be a model of integrity.

Do you remember the speech?

Do you recall him saying that he 


didn’t shrink from declaring all that God wants for you?  [Acts 20:27]

According to this preacher,


models of integrity don’t pick and choose.

They display all the values that God wants for them.

Do you, my friend, know all that God wants for you?

If you don’t, why don’t you take the time to find out?

After all, you can’t show what you don’t know.

David Yi – do you remember him? –

David Yi knew what he believed…



and it showed…showed in all of his life.

He not only returned $12,000 to the newly-weds;


a friend recalled how – a year before – he found $50…

and then found the rightful owner to return the money. 

During a TV interview, David reported that 

he would only accept a job for which he was qualified.

He was not equipped, he said, to be any kind of manager.

You may think that I’m using David Yi as my model of integrity.

I’m not.
I don’t even want to hold up Pastor Paul as an example.
If want to know what integrity looks like, look at Jesus.

Didn’t he always practice what he preached?
Throughout his life on this planet, 

he made loving God a priority…
made loving others a passion
Look at Jesus;

then look at the members of your family.
Look to see if you catch one of them acting like Jesus.

If your family is like mine, 

you and yours may be more apt to focus on faults 

than to celebrate success.
That, of course, is an easy game to play.

Why not play a different one this week?
Call it “Caught in the act”.

Try to catch members of your family acting like Jesus –

saying what he would say…doing what he would do.

You may even want to have a weekly award ceremony.

You may want to recognize “model” behavior with a prize…

a “Caught you acting like Jesus” prize.

Let’s practice what we preach, folks.

Let’s do what we confess.

That will help to muzzle the mouths of those like to say 

that this church is the “home of hypocrites”.

2)  Confess what you do
At the same time, though,


we also need to confess what we do.

That just may keep people from thinking 

that our church is a “haven for saints”…



a gathering of all the “goodie two-shoes” in Grant.

Corrie ten Boom has said:
“Don’t worry about what you do not understand of the Bible.  
Worry about what you do understand…but do not live by.”

That’s the problem, isn’t it?

We find it difficult to show even what we know!

Have you ever thought of putting yourself under arrest…


and taking yourself to court for being a Christian?
Would there be enough evidence to convict you?

Would there be enough witnesses to testify 

that you consistently talked like Jesus…walked like Jesus?

Or have you ever considered this: writing a letter of confession to God…


listing – in black ink – all the black spots in your life…



all those times when you failed to walk and talk like Jesus?

I’ve lived long enough to believe that,


not only have all of us sinned,



but that all of us also have what I like to call a “signature sin” –




a sin that we’re good at doing in our lives…




bad at deleting from our lives --






a sin that may even include thinking that we’re good.

I know that I have a “signature sin”…


but I’m too embarrassed to tell you what it is.

And I have another sin on my record…


a big blot…a sorry stain that also embarrasses me.

Many of you know what it is –

I’m divorced.

Many of you also know what God thinks of divorce…


how he tells us: I hate divorce [Malachi 2:16]
So what do you do if you – like me – have such a problem?
How do you undo the damage?

How can you remove the spot?

Basically, you and I have two options.

Option A is named after Alexander…Alexander the Great.

During one of his campaigns, 

Alexander was called on to judge one of his soldiers 

who had damaged the army’s reputation by gross misconduct.

The great emperor began by asking the soldier, “What is your name?”

“Alexander, sir”, replied the soldier.

The emperor jumped up…and demanded,


“Young man, change your name.”

Option A, then, is this:


if we have failed to act like Christ,



we change our name –




we no longer call ourselves “Christ’s one”…or Christian.

What about Option B?
With this option

-- when you and I fail to look like Jesus…


when we fail to do what we confess –




we do what God says:





we confess what we do

You and I, of course, are prone to failure, aren’t we?
Time and again, we fail to do all that God wants for us.

But God never fails us.

Just listen to what this God – who hates divorce…and all other sin –


listen to what he tells us:



 If we say we have no sin, we are only fooling ourselves…


But if we confess our sins to him, he is faithful and just to forgive us




and to cleanse us (did you get that? “cleanse us”) from every wrong.  
[1 John 1:8-9]

When we confess, God forgives?

That’s what he says, folks.

This seems to be the better option, doesn’t it?

Perhaps that’s why it’s called Option B -- B stands for better.

But why does God do this?

And why does he do it over and over again?

Because he already did!

He already sent his Son to a cross.

And, boy, did he nail him there!

Not for anything he had done, though.
Remember: Jesus was a model of integrity.
He nailed him for everything that we had done.

He nailed Jesus because you and I failed to act like Jesus.

Go figure.

What God did -- that simply has to be called “grace”.
And for almost 500 years  -- ever since the Reformation --

we as Lutherans have loved to say that we are “justified by grace”.

Let’s say it again today: “justified by grace”.

Because of what God did to Jesus – instead of you or me –


God looks at each of us “justified” –

“just-as-if-I’d” never sinned.

On this Sunday, we pause to recall 

how Martin Lutheran helped to restore that grand concept in the church.

But this year, let’s add a little “charisma” to our celebration.

Let’s not only remember that we’re “justified by grace”;


we’re also “sanctified by the Spirit”.

God, you see, not only sent his Son into the world so we could get a life;


he also sent his Spirit so that we could live the life.

What does that mean for us?

How about this: that everyday, you and I resign.

You heard me: every day we need to resign.

No, I’m not saying that we give up…


that we stop trying to walk and talk like Jesus.

I’m saying that we just give in…


that we resign ourselves to letting the Spirit help us…

help us walk and talk like Jesus.
That, after all is why God sent his Spirit into the world at Pentecost.

That is why God sent this Spirit into your heart and mine at baptism.

He can help us – and this church – be a model of integrity.

He can help all of us look like Jesus.

Don’t ever forget what God has said to people like you and me:

As the Spirit of the Lord works within us, we become more and more like Jesus and reflect his glory even more.  [2 Corinthians 3:18]
Maybe that good work which God’s Spirit has begun in us…

maybe that good work can be called “grace” as well.
At the end…

I began this message 

with a story about David Yi, a man from Chicago.
I’ll conclude 

by telling you about another man from that windy city: Wilbur Powell. 

After graduating from high school, Wilbur contracted TB


and spent the next few years in a sanitarium.

He emerged with one functional lung…

and a heart full of faith in Jesus.

He joined a church and – for the next forty years – 

taught a Sunday School class for high school students.

From his classes have come people 

who have made a mark in business, science and politics.

After Wilbur Powell’s death, 

many of his former students gathered to remember him.

Surprisingly, none could recall what he taught them in class;

his teaching skills apparently were minimal –



he only knew how to lecture.

In other words, they forgot the man’s message;


but they could not forget the man.
They remembered how Wilbur Powell lived –


how he ate simply…dressed modestly,



just so he could support more missionaries.

They remembered how he treated other people.

One recalled:

“Your reputation was not only safe with him; 

it would probably improve whenever he spoke about you.”

They remembered his morality –

how he considered marriage a sacred delight…
how he never joked about sex (even with high school boys)…



how he always walked arm in arm with his childhood sweetheart.

And they remembered how high school youth longed to be in his class…

how – even at age 60 – Wilbur Powell could appeal 
to boys and girls who were only 16.

Why am I telling you this?

Am I just trying to prove my point…

that people with integrity



-- that churches full of people with integrity --




have an appeal to others?

No, that – I think – is obvious.
I have another reason.

One day, people will gather to remember you and me.

But how will they remember us?

I don’t think they’ll be able to recall much of what we said,


but you can be sure they’ll remember what we did.

Will they conclude that we – like Wilbur Powell – were people of integrity?

Will they look at the way 

we treated our family,



worked with others,




invested our time and money…





will they look at how we spent our days 






and remember us fondly?

Will they be able to say that we looked a little bit like Jesus?

We, of course, don’t have to answer that question today.

But let’s not wait too long…


for, one day, people will answer the question for us.
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