Strengthening our Moral Backbone 
Intro idea:

Stop to think about the changes that have happened in our lives.  When we were young, we didn’t really worry too much about exercising because it happened all the time as we went about our activities.  For me growing up on the farm, work was exercise – and not just once a day.  Now, even farmers have two worry about getting exercise because so many things are automated.   Now I have to exercise just to get moving in the morning. 
There's something else that is changed a great deal over our lifetimes.   I think we all are aware of it but often we don't know quite what to do.   Everywhere we look around we see the decline in moral standards.  Things that were strictly taboo when we were young are now overlooked or even condoned.  Language that would've gotten our mouths washed out with soap is now heard regularly on the radio.   And even in our own lives, sometimes we can sense that our own moral standards have slipped.   We tolerate on television or in movies things that would've shocked us only a few years ago.  
So we need to ask the question, how do we keep our moral backbone strong?  How do we strengthen the way we think about right and wrong so that the softening of our standards is prevented or even reversed?    
To begin, we have to remember that it is a fundamental tenet of Scripture that without God's help we will not be able to strengthen our moral fiber.  Naturally, without God’s help, we are slaves to self-interest and fleshly desires.   over time these tend to become increasingly undisciplined and twisted.

As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, 2 in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. 3 All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts.   Eph 2:1-3 NIV

Accepting spiritual transformation from God is the foundation of moral strength.  In order to change this situation, we need to acknowledge our problem and ask for Christ’s help.  This will allow the grace of God to operate in our lives.  

“By grace are you saved through faith,” Paul goes on to write (Eph. 2:8). 
Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me. Rv 3:20 NIV
When we allow God’s grace to fully operate in our lives, it will transform our behavior.  

So much so that the Bible says of the converted soul “He is a new creation, the old has gone the new has come.” (2 Cor. 5:17)
This does not happen completely automatically.  It requires us to cooperate with the transformative process that God begins in our lives.  This process is referred to in a couple different passages of Scripture that are very instructive

And so, dear brothers and sisters, I plead with you to give your bodies to God because of all he has done for you. Let them be a living and holy sacrifice—the kind he will find acceptable. This is truly the way to worship him. 2 Don't copy the behavior and customs of this world, but let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think. Then you will learn to know God's will for you, which is good and pleasing and perfect.   Ro 12:1-2  Holy Bible, New Living Translation ®, copyright © 1996, 2004 by Tyndale Charitable Trust. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers. All rights reserved.

For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. 12 It teaches us to say "No" to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age, 13 while we wait for the blessed hope — the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, 14 who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good.    Tit 2:11-14 NIV
How does God transform our ethical thinking?   How does he strengthen our moral backbone?  How does he teach us what is good and help us to put it into practice? 
He transforms our thinking!    He teaches us to think in ways that please him. The question is, “How does this happen?”

3 Spiritual Exercises that are crucial to making it happen -- 
1.  Use Scripture as a mirror to judge our behavior and make changes.
Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. 23 Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror 24 and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. 25 But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it — he will be blessed in what he does. Jas 1:22-25 NIV

101 I have kept my feet from every evil path so that I might obey your word. 
102 I have not departed from your laws, for you yourself have taught me. 
103 How sweet are your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth! 
104 I gain understanding from your precepts; therefore I hate every wrong path.
105 Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path.   Ps 119:101-105  NIV

The point is what will serve as our standard?  When we are children, our standards are formed by our parents and the culture in which we grow up. As we become adults, our standards are formed by the influences around us.  Our peers play a great role.  But in addition, our choices play a huge role.   Another great influence is media.  But if these are the only influences, our standards are sure to decline with the culture around us.   God says to use his word as a mirror.  It will help us to keep our standards high and strong and clear.  

2.  Imitate Christ – Deliberately throw off hindrances and focus on him.
At our senior citizens dinner, we all watched our two chiropractors demonstrate how to use the exercise ball correctly to strengthen our backs.  Now if we will only practice the way we’re supposed to, it will make a difference for us in our bodies’ core strength.  We watched the doctors so we would know how to do the exercises right.  Now what we need to do is imitate them.

What we need, is someone who we can imitate morally and ethically-- someone who shows us how to do it right.  Of course, that someone is our Lord Jesus Christ.  
The night is nearly over; the day is almost here. So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light. 13 Let us behave decently, as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy. 14 Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature.   Ro 13:12-14 NIV

Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us. 2 Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.  Heb 12:1-3 NIV

One particular part of Scripture that is especially important for us is the gospel story which is recorded in Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.  We need to read it over and over again.  
You've heard people talk about “reading the red.”  What they mean is that they have a Bible were the words of Jesus are printed in red and they have been focusing on reading the words of Jesus.   This is one way to fix our thoughts on him.   Another way might be to study his miracles, or simply to read all four Gospels.  But the key part is to seek to emulate Jesus in our lives. After all Jesus taught us that the wise person is the one who hears his words and puts them into practice (Matt. 7:24).

3.  Remember that a day of accounting is coming.
There is one more exercise that will help us.    On the physical level, there are two things that keep me exercising. One of them is the knowledge that my back will be stronger and I will probably suffer less from back pain if I do my exercises.  The second is the fact that I know that both my wife and my chiropractor will be asking about whether or not I did any exercises.  There is accountability involved.   

We need to remember that the same two principal's hold true regarding our moral decisions.

The first reason to make good moral decisions is that the Bible assures us that we will reap what we sow.  God's standards of holiness lead to the most wholeness in our lives and the greatest happiness for us and our families.   So following the standards that he has set will cause us the least pain.  That is a huge reason to follow his standards.  This is why the beatitude start out with the word “blessed.”  To follow Jesus teaching is to place oneself in the path of blessing.  
Secondly, the Bible assures us that Jesus will hold us accountable for our actions.  Repeatedly the Bible tells us that Jesus has been “appointed as judge of the living and the dead” (Ac 10:42 NIV).   We will give an account to Jesus for the decisions that we have made.   There will be nothing hidden from this accounting.   We may have been able to hide it from others, but it is not hidden from God.  
For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father's glory with his angels, and then he will reward each person according to what he has done.   Mt 16:27 NIV
So the third way, the third exercise that strengthens our moral fiber, is simply remembering our accountability before God.  When we remember that we will all give an account we are so much more likely to do the right thing.  That will help us to stay strong, to make good decisions, and to be an example for those around us.  
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