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Intro: 

Tonight we’re continuing our series Building a Culture of Faith in the Family. We have developed the acrostic FAITH to represent each of the core values. 

So far we’ve Discussed Faithfulness—The responsibility of a parent to be faithful to God’s call. Then last time we discussed Accountability, how structure and boundaries help shape children for life. 

Today we’re continuing on with Integrity – Teaching Character. 

Henry Clay said, “Of all the properties which belong to a honorable men, not one is so highly prized as that of character.” 

John Stott said, “What we are governs how we think, and how we think determines how we act.”
William R. Allen said, “Certainly it is a world of scarcity. But the scarcity is not confined to iron ore and arable land. The most constricting scarcities are those of character and personality.” 
Nobody will doubt that character and integrity are in short supply today. I recently visited the new Abraham Lincoln Museum in Springfield. The most moving part is the White House years exhibit, where you are visually moved through some of the toughest years in our nation’s history, where the fate of our nation hung in the balance. And largely we survived that period, because of the integrity and character of Lincoln, who often made tough decisions alone, with many voices in his head. 

I recently heard an interview with an author of a new book about George Washington. I’ve read quite a bit about Washington. And largely our greatness as a country, I think is because of this man’s character. Everyone wanted to make him king and he said, “No, I won’t be king. I didn’t defeat a king to be a king.” He would only serve two terms and set a powerful precedent for Presidents. 

I recently heard Pat Williams, one of the most inspirational leaders. He said something that often happens with leaders. He said, “Leaders begin to “inhale” all that good stuff – good pay, parking privileges, golf club memberships—and believe that by divine right, this is all mine and that sets them up for a fall.”

Clearly, you don’t have to look far to know that in our country, character and integrity are in short supply. For many years, as a country we mocked those who stood up for family values and character as if they were old-fashioned. We said things like, “Hey, it’s the economy, stupid.” But sooner or later those values catch up to the economy. 

We’ve raised entire generations on the idea that truth is relative and integrity doesn’t matter. Now they are leading our institutions. And we wonder why they take the money, the perks, the benefits and hurt those they are called to serve? 

We have a character deficit in this country. 

The Importance of Character – Frustrated Kids

Well the Bible teaches that character begins in the home. We can whine and rail against the sin and lack of character in the home, but as Christians, we are helping to shape society, one family at a time. 

I want you to turn to a familiar passage in the New Testament. 

“Honor your father and mother” (this is the first commandment with a promise), “that it may go well with you and that you may live long in the land.” Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord. 
Ephesians 6:2-4 (ESV) 
We want to teach our children to live with a sense of honor and character. But notice what it says to fathers. I think this could be applied to both parents. Notice the two effects of parenting? 

1) You can provoke or frustrate to anger

2) You can bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord. 

Now we won’t exegete these two, but in the context of integrity, I believe this is saying that parents have a choice. 

They can either leave a scar or make a mark on their children’s lives. We know that ultimately, a child’s decisions are up to him. But the environment a parent fosters goes a long way toward developing their character. 

What is Character? 

Parents, are you making mark or leaving a scar? See, what we’re talking about tonight when we think of integrity—is authenticity, reality, character. 

I don’t want you to misunderstand. What we’re discussing here is not self-righteousness, legalism, or Phariseeism. This is such an important point. I want you to turn to Matthew Chapter 15 and read the words of Jesus: 

Then Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from Jerusalem and said, 
“Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands when they eat.” 
He answered them, “And why do you break the commandment of God for the sake of your tradition? 
For God commanded, ‘Honor your father and your mother,’ and, ‘Whoever reviles father or mother must surely die.’ 
But you say, ‘If anyone tells his father or his mother, “What you would have gained from me is given to God,” 
he need not honor his father.’ So for the sake of your tradition you have made void the word of God. 
You hypocrites! Well did Isaiah prophesy of you, when he said: 
“ ‘This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me; 
in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.’ ” 
Matthew 15:1-9 (ESV) 
Essentially, the Pharisees were trying to “out” Jesus on a technicality. But Jesus exposed the shallowness of their religion. You see, they accused him of breaking the Sabbath, but in reality, Jesus, who was God, is the Sabbath. When the Messiah comes, He fulfills the law and so as the Creator of the Law, Jesus supersedes the law. 
Then he points out their hypocrisy. The law commanded them to “Honor their father and mother.” By the way, this is a commandment that is repeated throughout the dispensations. WE are to honor our parents. Its not just an Old Testament thing.

But the Jewish people got around their obligations to care for their aging parents by a loophole. They called it Corban. Essentially this means gift. And what they would so is they would set aside their wealth and possessions “as unto God.” This would protect their assets and then they could claim poverty and not help their parents. 

Jesus poked a hole in this. Then he repeats the prophet Isaiah’s rebuke: “You honor me with your lips but your heart is far from me.” 

Now you may not see this as a parenting passage, but I do. You see, nothing is more damaging and more destructive in parenting than hypocrisy and legalism. When we as parents teach one thing and live another. When our faith becomes religion, formalism. 

This happens in the church. I know because I grew up in the church. And often we get so encumbered with rules, that we begin to preach our own rules instead of teaching our kids about a real-life, everyday, vibrant relationship with God. 

Be very careful about “teaching for doctrines the commandments of men.” Too many preachers stand in the pulpit and say, “thus saith the Lord,” when the Lord hasn’t said that. 

And kids see through stupid rules that make no sense. Now, every family has their own set of values, especially in the gray areas, where the Bible has no spoken. And God has given parents the authority to set those rules. 

But as a parent, be careful what hills you die on. Be careful what you’re passionate about. Because if you’re emphasis is on your rules and on the little things, you will frustrate and provoke your kids. 

Jesus is encouraging us toward authenticity, reality. That what we say at church we do at home. I will tell you this. Nothing turns a person away from the church more than hypocrisy. 

And I’m not just talking about externals. I’m talking about the way you live your life. You’re kids see you. They see the way you conduct business. The way you treat your spouse. They see the way you talk about people. 

They see if you pray and read your Bible and live out your faith. You see transferring faith to another generation is a delicate thing. And the most important thing we can do as a parent is to be real, to have integrity, to live a real life. 

Not perfect. Not self-righteous. But a real, humble, life. I want to give you an example. 

I have a friend whose Dad is a pastor. She was always a good Christian kid. Today she is serving in a vital ministry. She’s raising her kids for the Lord. And she told me that what impressed her most about her Dad is that one morning she got up early and she peeked into his study and saw him on his knees in prayer. 

You see those are the things that transfer. The realty of faith. My own father was a real man, whose character on the job, in a secular environment, was real. He did his job well. He lived a righteous life before me. And I think, if anything, that was what motivated me to life well. 
Joe Stowell said this: 

Family is where we model for the world the picture of Christ and the church. His unconditional love and submission to him. 

Parents, you’re most important tool in your arsenal is integrity. And do you know the best way to do this? Learn how to apologize to your children. Do it often. 

Because you will screw up in front of them. But the most powerful thing you can do is let them know you are a sinner in need of God’s grace and forgiveness. That will teach them to apologize as well. 

Five Examples of Character
So what character traits do we want to teach our children? What kind of home culture do we want to develop? 

I want to share examples from five young people in the Bible. I studied the teens in the Bible extensively when I wrote my first book, Teen People of the Bible. 
Moses – a Passion for Injustice First, I want you to look at Moses. We all know the story of Moses, preserved by his parents, adopted by Pharaoh’s daughter, tutored by his mother, groomed as the next Pharaoh, then called by God to lead Israel. 

I want to read the account from the book of Acts and from Exodus: 

At this time Moses was born; and he was beautiful in God’s sight. And he was brought up for three months in his father’s house, 
and when he was exposed, Pharaoh’s daughter adopted him and brought him up as her own son. 
And Moses was instructed in all the wisdom of the Egyptians, and he was mighty in his words and deeds. 
“When he was forty years old, it came into his heart to visit his brothers, the children of Israel. 
And seeing one of them being wronged, he defended the oppressed man and avenged him by striking down the Egyptian. 
Acts 7:20-24 (ESV) 
Now Genesis: 

One day, when Moses had grown up, he went out to his people and looked on their burdens, and he saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his people. 
Exodus 2:11 (ESV) 
Now Hebrews: 
By faith Moses, when he was grown up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter, choosing rather to be mistreated with the people of God than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of sin. Hebrews 11:24-25 (ESV) 
Most of us dwell on the mistake Moses made in striking the Egyptian. And truly, it was a mistake. But what’s most important here is that Moses was passionate about the injustice done against his people, the Hebrew people. 

And while Moses should have relied on God and that God had a plan, what I admire about Moses is his passion. And the writer of Hebrews clearly views Moses’ passion as good. Moses wasn’t content to sit in luxury while others suffered. He had a passionate sense of injustice. I believe his mother raised him with the idea that he would be a deliverer. 

One thing we must instill in our children is a nose for injustice. And in America, this is hard. Like Moses, our children grow up in luxury. They can easily feel entitled. But I want my children to know that God raised them up to make a difference. I want my kids to know and sense when someone is being mistreated do something to make a difference.

You can say Moses did the wrong thing, but at least Moses did something. He couldn’t sit by while injustice happened. But this begins, as parents, with us. Do we spoil our kids? And do we care for the poor? Are we generous? Do we teach our children to look out for those who are mistreated, the disadvantaged in society. Or we do mock those people and set a bad example?

Joseph – a Sense of right and wrong when nobody is looking 
I want to look at a second example. Joseph. Again, his story is familiar. But I want to focus in on his impeccable integrity. Turn with me to Genesis 39:6-10

So he left all that he had in Joseph’s charge, and because of him he had no concern about anything but the food he ate. Now Joseph was handsome in form and appearance. 
And after a time his master’s wife cast her eyes on Joseph and said, “Lie with me.” 
But he refused and said to his master’s wife, “Behold, because of me my master has no concern about anything in the house, and he has put everything that he has in my charge. 
He is not greater in this house than I am, nor has he kept back anything from me except yourself, because you are his wife. How then can I do this great wickedness and sin against God?” 
And as she spoke to Joseph day after day, he would not listen to her, to lie beside her or to be with her. 
Genesis 39:6-10 (ESV) 
We all know this story well. But I want to focus on the words Joseph said. Remember, this is a young man, taken from his home, in a strange world. He has nothing to lose at all. He could easily blend in with the culture of the Egyptians. But look at Joseph. Day after day he was tempted with sexual temptation. And Joseph says, “I can’t defraud my master and I can’t turn my back on God.” 

What a value system. You see, our kids will face temptation. We try to shield them, but we can’t shield them from everything. And sometimes I think we work harder on the fences and the shielding than on building character into their hearts. 

But when those moments come, I want our kids to be able to say, “I won’t sin against God.” You see, parents, we can’t make this stuff personal. We can’t make their behavior personal, like when they screw up its all about us. Because one day they won’t be in our home anymore. 
We need to point them to God. So when they sin, its against God. Someone famous said that character is who you are in the dark. 

And here’s a hint. You can’t make all the tough choices for them, parents. You need to let your kids, now, make choices on their own. So when they are in a position like Joseph they now how to respond. 

Day after day after day our kids will be and are bombarded with images, sexual temptation. We must instill in them a value system, a faith in God, a dependence on the Spirit to help them fight that. 

And its not just sex, but integrity with money and time and people. 

David – a sense of worship and courage, We all know about David, so I won’t retell his story. More is written about David’s young life than any teen in the Bible. He was a young man who was passionate for God. I want you to turn to 1 Samuel 16. 
So Saul said to his servants, “Provide for me a man who can play well and bring him to me.” One of the young men answered, “Behold, I have seen a son of Jesse the Bethlehemite, who is skillful in playing, a man of valor, a man of war, prudent in speech, and a man of good presence, and the Lord is with him.” 1 Samuel 16:17-18 (ESV) 
Did you hear what these people said about David? They said, “I’ve seen this kid, this son of Jesse and not only is he a skilled musician and a young man with a lot of courage, a man who is articulate and good-looking, but The Lord is with him.” 

Have you ever seen a young person like this? I have. And boy is it exciting. A young person about whom you could say, “The Lord is with that kid.” God has his hand on that kid. 

I want my kids to be like that. To be passionate for God. But let me tell you parents, that means we have to be passionate about God. 

Not passionate about rules and stuff. Not passionate about telling our kids what not to do. But passionate for God. I think the most important thing we as parents can do is nurture our child’s passion. 

And the way we have to do that is to let them grow and know God. To experience him. That means we have to let them develop their gifts and abilities. David was a musician. An artist. A poet. Sometimes we have those kinds of kids, who are creative and expressive and the church doesn’t know what to do with them. They don’t fit into our boxes that we have of missionary/pastor/pastor’s wife/business person/lawyer mold. 

But don’t ever squash the passion in your kids. I have seen parents do this. Sometimes, frankly, our kids embarrass us with their passion for God, because our faith is dead and dull and religious. And so we squash our kids. 

No, nurture that. Let it grow. Let it flourish. 
Mary – a sense of dependence on God
I want to point to another young person in the Bible. This one is Mary. When the angel came to Mary, its likely she was about fourteen or fifteen. Young, unknown. But listen to what was said about Mary. These are words from God, God’s assessment: 

And he came to her and said, “Greetings, O favored one, the Lord is with you!”Luke 1:28 (ESV) 
Skip down a bit. The angel is speaking to Mary: 

And Mary said, “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word.” And the angel departed from her. 
Luke 1:38 (ESV) 
When the God of Heaven searched the earth for a young woman He could entrust with His Son, he chose Mary. Why? Because Mary had a heart that obeyed God. But more than that, Mary was dependent and trusting of God. Notice her words, “Let it be to me according to your word.”

Mary had surrender. She had dependence on God. We want our children to hear the call of the Lord, to surrender to him, and to be dependent on God. Mary knew her limitations and her weakenesses. 
And so it is, we want to empower our kids, but we want them to enter life knowing they can only succeed in God’s power. To be dependent, not on us, but on God. 

And sometimes, like Mary, our children will have a special call, an unusual call from God to do something bold. And we must let them go and we must trust God. 

What are we modeling to our kids? Are we modeling faith in our parenting skills, faith in the rules, faith in our systems? Or are we modeling faith in God and God alone? 

One more example, this time a bad one. I want you to turn to one more place. This time in Matthew. It’s the tragic story of one young lady, who wasn’t raised with a set of Christian values. 
At that season Herod the tetrarch heard the report concerning Jesus, 
and said unto his servants, This is John the Baptist; he is risen from the dead; and therefore do these powers work in him. 
For Herod had laid hold on John, and bound him, and put him in prison for the sake of Herodias, his brother Philip's wife. 
For John said unto him, It is not lawful for thee to have her. 
And when he would have put him to death, he feared the multitude, because they counted him as a prophet. 
But when Herod's birthday came, the daughter of Herodias danced in the midst, and pleased Herod. 
Whereupon he promised with an oath to give her whatsoever she should ask. 
And she, being put forward by her mother, saith, Give me here on a platter the head of John the Baptist. 
And the king was grieved; but for the sake of his oaths, and of them that sat at meat with him, he commanded it to be given; 
and he sent and beheaded John in the prison. 
And his head was brought on a platter, and given to the damsel: and she brought it to her mother. 
Matthew 14:1-11 (ASV) 
There is so much here to learn, but you know what is tragic. Here is a lady that was taught, by the example of her parents, that life is about exploiting all out of it that you can. She used her body to entice this king and then she was used by her mom to exact revenge upon John the Baptist. 

This is sobering, because we can easily teach our kids, by our behavior, to be greedy and vengeful. 

What are we teaching our kids? Are we teaching them to grub for the last dime, to be greedy, to prostitute themselves to the highest bidder in life? If you don’t intentionally model and teach your kids generosity as opposed to greed, this culture will sweep them up and they’ll live lives of greed and selfishness. 

But we have to model this. Let me ask you this. Do you cheat on your taxes? Do you stiff the waiter at the restaurant? Do you cheat people? Even in little things? Are you teaching your kids to steal? 

Remember, what you do in moderation you’re kids do in excess. 

Are you teaching your kids to forgive or get revenge? Are you teaching them to strike back at their enemies or to love them? Remember, they watch you, they watch us. 

Are you a giver? Are you a tither? I want my kids to be generous, to be givers. To not live for this world, but to live to be Christ to others. 

We have to fight this mentality, this all-for-me, mindset. 

Independent Character—Developing Their Own Sense of Right and Wrong 

Remember, it is our job as parents to prepare our kids, to train them for life. The Bible says in Genesis and it is repeated by Jesus in Matthew that man leaves his father and mother and cleaves to his wife. 

We don’t want our kids just to be hand-me-down Christians. WE want them to develop their character independently of us. So that it survives in college, in life, in marriage. 

Growing up in the church, it always frustrated me to see Christian kids who could never think on their own, who didn’t have an original thought, who only parroted what their teachers said. We’d have discussions and they’d always have to run to their Dad. 

But there will be a time when they are alone, like Joseph, and be forced with a choice. And I want my children to have the character to make the right choices in life. 
The World needs character 

Let’s face it, our world needs our children to be men and women of character. Turn to one more passage. 
That ye may be blameless and harmless, the sons of God, without rebuke, in the midst of a crooked and perverse nation, among whom ye shine as lights in the world; Philippians 2:15 (KJV) 
Let’s raise our children to be difference-makers, to be like Moses and Joseph and Mary and David. To have a nose for injustice, to have a spirit that yearns for God, to have a heart that wants to help the poor and needy, to have strong character that won’t be shaped by the shifting sands of culture, to have a spirit that is humble and demonstrates grace. 
How do we do this? 

1) We must be intentional about teaching our children character. Read them good stories of missionaries and patriots and men and women of character in history. Let’s reorder their lives so that their heroes are not the celebrities who have no values but the good guys who do. 

2) We must be authentic in our own practice, because they will hear what we say, they will mimick what we do. Are we real? Are genuine? What are we teaching them with our lives

3) We must pray and depend on God. Ultimately, it is God’s Spirit who shapes their lives. We must pray. Let’s not just pray for our own kids, but for the kids in our church and community, that God would raise up young men and women who are passionate for him. 

