
Wanted: People Of Integrity 

When the end comes, what will be your epitaph? 

By Joseph A. Ryan 

BILLY GRAHAM, speaking to a world conference of national evangelists, declared that our 

world today is looking for men and women of integrity. Several months later in an interview, the 

word popped up again: “Graham says he will be content with a simple epitaph for his life and 

ministry: ‘A sinner saved by grace; a man who, like the Psalmist, walked in his integrity. I’d like 

people to remember that I had integrity.’”
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That word “integrity” frequently jumps out of the headlines and paragraphs of newspaper 

stories. Billy Graham is not alone in valuing integrity. 

When Clemson University’s president Bill Atchley resigned, the reason was summed up in the 

news headlines: “Sports Wins Power Struggle” and “Clemson President Falls to King Football.”
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The president of the American Council on Education said that the problems at 13,000-student 

Clemson are similar to those at other major colleges where money from athletics is corrupting 

academic integrity. He said that as many as ten college presidents in the last decade have resigned 

because they didn’t want to compromise their integrity. 

The Los Angeles Times headlined a story on a 1984 primary election campaign for a County 

Superior Court position, “Judgeship Campaign turns on Integrity.”
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 One candidate’s integrity was 

questioned by his opponent because he was allegedly soft on crime. 

 
Illustration by QUANG HO 

Another 1985 news article referred to an action by the Boston Police Department as the first in 

the nation. The police chief directed that all on-duty officers be given surprise urine tests to detect 

illicit drug use. According to the report, it was the idea of a new commissioner “whose key purpose 

is integrity.”
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But what is integrity? What do these people want to find, protect, or preserve? Is it an 

overlooked or undeveloped intrinsic quality? Is it to be sought, bought, and banked? An earned 

label? 

Webster’s gives three choices when defining integrity: 1) an unimpaired condition; 2) firm 

adherence to a code of especially moral or artistic values; 3) the quality or state of being complete 

or undivided. 

A host of words describe, human integrity, all of which are synonymous in part. Yet integrity 

can absorb them and still have room for more: accountable, complete, consistent, honest, 

transparent, integrated, moral, sound, truthful, whole. 



Words describing the opposite of integrity often begin with “d”: devious, deceitful, dissembling, 

doubletalk, double-minded, duplicitous, and more. 

Whatever its formal definition, what does integrity look like when draped with sinew and skin? 

What ideas will it birth? What actions will it trigger? 

MODELS OF INTEGRITY 

Jesus is the supreme model of integrity. His enemies, even in their flattery, could only declare, 

“Teacher, we know you are a man of integrity. You aren’t swayed by men, because you pay no 

attention to who they are; but you teach the way of God in accordance with the truth” (Mark 12:14). 

So one thing integrity means is that we speak the truth no matter what people want to hear. 

When Pilate questioned Jesus at the time of the trial and crucifixion, the Roman’s comment was, 

“I find no basis for a charge against this man” (Luke 23:4). That word “charge” is coupled with 

negatives in the Greek language that make it emphatic—no, not any fault at all. Jesus demonstrated 

integrity to Pilate. 

With counsel that reflects his own character, the Apostle Paul wrote to one of his young 

preachers named Titus. The second chapter of that letter gives the teaching he felt the church at 

Crete needed. In the middle of it Paul tells Titus the direction his life must take. 

Five key words form the core of what Paul wants Titus to model: “In your teaching show 

integrity” (Titus 2:7). He links with that the words “seriousness” (apparently of behavior) and 

“soundness of speech,” intending to reinforce and expand integrity. The reason? “ . . . so that those 

who oppose you may be ashamed because they have nothing bad to say about us” (Titus 2:8). 

The “us” includes Paul, who knew that as Titus’ mentor he could be splattered by any mud 

thrown at the young teacher. And by extension this would include all who possess and use the gift of 

teaching. 

Closely guarded integrity (honesty, soundness) is required of the teacher or witness handling the 

Word of Truth. Obvious failure in that quality easily leads hearers to suspect others who bear 

witness for Christ. If they then ignore what they hear, it will result in their eternal loss. 

INTEGRITY IN THE OLD TESTAMENT 

The word “integrity” is used 19 times in the New International Version of the Old Testament. 

Most of these are in biographical sketches that make integrity walk before us in flesh and blood. 

After Solomon’s beautiful prayer of dedication of the Temple, God appeared to him. He gave 

him both positive and negative conditional promises. These were dependent on Solomon’s behavior 

and that of his offspring. “As for you, if you walk before me in integrity of heart and uprightness, as 

David your father did . . . I will establish your royal throne over Israel forever . . .” Then the words 

of warming came: “But if you or your sons turn away from me . . . then I will cut off Israel from the 

land . . .” (1 Kings 9:4–7). 

God wanted wholeness, singleness of purpose, undivided love and obedience at the core of 

Israel’s leaders and people. An entire life of sinlessness was not the point. Had it been, David 

certainly would not have been the illustration. But he was. 

David learned the meaning of integrity. After he had completed the fundraising for the Temple 

Solomon would build, he prayed, “But who am I, and who are my people, that we should be able to 

give as generously as this? Everything comes from you, and we have given you only what comes 

from your hand” (1 Chron. 29:14). That is the David God ultimately shaped. His next words reveal 

his heart even more: “I know, my God, that you test the heart and are pleased with integrity. All 

these things have I given willingly and with honest intent” (1 Chron. 29:17). 

When in the Psalms David wrote of integrity in reference to himself, it was because of his desire 

to have that quality mark his life. He was willing to let God evaluate him on the basis of his heart 



attitude, for he wrote in Psalm 7:8: “Judge me, O LORD, according to my righteousness, according 

to my integrity, O Most High.” Because of the structure of Hebrew poetic form
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, we can almost 

equate integrity with righteousness. 

Another time David prayed, “May integrity and uprightness protect me . . .” (Psalm 25:21). 

Again he referred to himself in Psalm 41:12: “In my integrity you uphold me and set me in your 

presence forever.” What a great label to mark the life of a believer—integrity! 

Asaph, David’s appointed choir director, capped a character sketch of his king with these words: 

“He chose David his servant and took him from the sheep pens; from tending the sheep he brought 

him to be the shepherd of his people Jacob. . . . And David shepherded them with integrity of heart; 

with skillful hands he led them” (Psalm 78:70). 

Several centuries later came the destruction of Jerusalem and the exile of her people. When they 

began to return to the city, a man of integrity named Hanani, brother in the Lord to Nehemiah, was 

with them. When Nehemiah had finished rebuilding the walls of the city, he gave Hanani charge of 

the city “ . . . because he was a man of integrity and feared God more than most men do” (Neh. 7:2). 

When we fear God, we not only have reverential awe of Him, but also recognize that He is the One 

who executes judgment for sin. 

That Hanani feared the Lord more than most men is evidenced by his great concern for the city 

of Jerusalem. He made the trip to Shushan where he described to Nehemiah the sad condition of the 

city walls. This triggered Nehemiah’s return. All he knew of Hanani led him to put his full 

confidence in him as a man of integrity. 

Job is often cited for his patience and endurance in suffering, but seldom is he named a person 

with great integrity. Yet that word appears four times in his story. 

In the midst of Job’s suffering, God is the first to speak of Job’s integrity. After allowing Satan 

to take everything from Job, including his family, He says, “Have you considered my servant Job? 

There is no one on earth like him; he is blameless and upright, a man who fears God and shuns evil 

And he still maintains his integrity, though you incited me against him to ruin him without any 

reason” (Job 2:3). 

Shortly after this, when Job was afflicted in his own body, his wife taunted him with the words, 

“Are you still holding on to your integrity? Curse God and die!” (Job 2:9). 

Again, after his friend Eliphaz says his suffering is because of discipline by God, Job answers, 

“But my brothers are as undependable as intermittent streams. . . . Now you too have proved to be of 

no help. . . . Relent, do not be unjust; reconsider, for my integrity is at stake” (Job 6:15; Job 6:21; 

Job 6:29). 

Though the woes piled up and Job’s physical misery was matched by the emotional misery his 

friends heaped on him, he held on to his conviction: “I will never admit you are in the right; till I 

die, I will not deny my integrity” (Job 27:5). Job claimed to have integrity and would not 

compromise it by blaming his troubles on God or saying falsely that he himself had brought on his 

troubles. He could not understand all his afflictions, but he would accept them and trust God to take 

him through them. 

The prophet Isaiah was a voice through whom God revealed not only the coming captivity of 

Judah, but also that later the people would return to the land. In the process of this revelation, God 

revealed Himself, too: “Turn to me and be saved, all you ends of the earth; for I am God, and there 

is no other. By myself I have sworn, my mouth has uttered in all integrity a word that will not be 

revoked: Before me every knee will bow, by me every tongue will swear” (Isaiah 45:22–23). 

He who describes Himself as the only God has sworn by Himself that He has spoken “in all 

integrity.” Here is our highest standard of integrity. To aspire to integrity requires that we let the 

character of God be our model. 

INTEGRITY IN MODERN LIFE 



As essential as it is to know what God has said in His Word about integrity and to see it modeled 

by characters in His Word, we need to see it in the lives of contemporaries, too. 

All believers, whatever the degree of maturity, struggle with theological issues in the process of 

becoming conformed to the likeness of Christ. In reference to this, Os Guinness says that “ . . . the 

Christian should be a man with an absolute integrity towards truth in every discipline. He will 

ignore no serious questions, he will keep abreast of contemporary issues and face problems 

squarely, tackling some immediately and placing others in cold storage until he has the time and 

strength to wrestle them through.”
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People who have personally faced life and-death issues and have not compromised with the 

enemy while under great stress deserve our special admiration. Bruce Lockerbie speaks of a 

contemporary writer “willing to pay the cost of artistic and moral integrity.”
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 He refers to 

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, who, whether he was in favor when he wrote One Day in the Life of Ivan 

Denisovich, or in imminent danger of execution after his manuscript of The Gulag Archipelago was 

found by the secret police, refused to knuckle under. 

Frank Gaebelein, founder of the Stony Brook School in New York and a cofounder of 

Christianity Today, was a man of integrity. His daughter, Gretchen Gaebelein Hull, writes, “Long 

before I knew how to spell the word or even knew what it meant, I realized my father was a man of 

integrity. Later, I would learn phrases like ‘Christian commitment’ and ‘devotion to duty,’ but from 

my earliest years I simply knew that Frank Gaebelein ‘rang true.’” 

She continues,” My sister and brother and I saw that as our dad sought to obey the commands of 

the Lord, his private life was consistent with his public images, a man of moral and intellectual 

integrity.” She says that even as her father easily detected “phonies,” likewise he did not want 

anything “phony” about his own life. “Dad knew that a person of integrity can be well-meaning but 

rigid—even legalistic—if he does not understand that maintaining integrity includes the difficult and 

continuing effort of discerning truth.”
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ARE YOU A PERSON OF INTEGRITY? 

There is much more to integrity than we might have thought at first. Could someone describe 

you as a person of unimpaired condition morally, who adheres to a code of ethics, whose 

commitment to righteousness is complete and undivided? Do you speak the truth no matter what 

people want to hear? 

Do your friends think of you as serious, as sound in your teaching, as having singleness of 

purpose? Do you strive toward undivided love and obedience to God? Do you hunger and thirst for 

righteousness, fear God, and shun evil? When trials come, do you blame God for them, 

automatically pin the blame on yourself, or accept them trustingly from God as designed to do you 

good? 

Are you a person who keeps his word, who models himself after the character of God, ignores 

no serious questions, keeps abreast of contemporary issues, and faces problems squarely? Will you 

refuse to compromise with the enemy when you’re under stress? Do you fulfill your commitments, 

and are you devoted to your duties? Are you in constant, untiring pursuit of truth? Do you, in short, 

“ring true”? 

When you die and people file out of the church after your memorial service, will they comment, 

“He said what he meant and meant what he said”? Will they say, “You knew where he stood,” or 

“You could trust him,” or “You could count on him”? Will someone say, “He had integrity”? 

 


