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[** refers to projected slides] 
 

Occasionally people tell me how much they like the verse from Jeremiah on the 

cover of our announcements. For some it is their favorite verse in the Bible. In popular 

culture, Micah 6:8, which ends our first reading, isn’t far behind. ** You see it 

reproduced on various kinds of Christian merchandise; in fact, to some people this verse 

IS the whole book of Micah. Last week a friend asked, “What are you going to be looking 

at next Sunday?” I replied, “Micah,” and she immediately said, “Oh, I love that verse!”  

But there is a lot more to this verse than a gentle rule for how we are supposed 

to live – do justice, love kindness, walk humbly. Who wouldn’t carry around a water 

bottle with this imprint or wear such a t-shirt? The idea is that others will see these 

words and think, “Yes, those are such good qualities. I want to be like that too.” But 

would you display this verse so lightly if you knew that it was the thundering climax of a 

dramatic and devastating trial, with God as the accuser of God’s own people? 

Context is everything. Before we plunge ourselves into the midst of that 

courtroom, let’s put Micah himself in context. We’ve talked before about the Hebrew 

prophets not as fortune tellers but truth-tellers. Their purpose was to speak out, to 

shout, in words that God has given them, about all the ways that God’s people were 

turning away from God toward their own selfish pursuits.  
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Micah was active in the late 8th/early 7th century BC, at the same time as Isaiah, 

Amos, and Hosea. Jeremiah followed just 30 years later. Imagine what it was like back 

then to travel around the kingdoms of Israel and Judah. Chances were at some point 

you’d come across one of these wild figures hanging out on street corners, haranguing 

people about the danger of continuing in their sinful ways. It would kind of be like Sean 

Hannity, Bill Maher, Rush Limbaugh, and Ann Coulter all shouting at you from different 

rooms of your house to wake up and see what is going on in the world. 

Now let’s set today’s first reading in the context of the book of Micah up to that 

point. What we have in Micah’s first six chapters is a high-powered courtroom drama. 

 ** At the beginning of the book the prophet, speaking for God, announces the 

trial: “Hear, you people, that you who devise wickedness and evil deeds…[who] covet 

fields, seize them, [and] oppress householder and house….”  The accused fire back, “Do 

not say such things! You will disgrace us!” (2:6).  

** But is what you are doing God’s fault? the prophet demands to know. (2:7)   

** No, it’s the fault of your leaders who should know justice. Instead, they hate good 

and love evil! (3:2).   ** They will call out for help, but God will not answer them. (3:4).   

**Their prophets will be disgraced (3:6-7),  ** but I am filled with power and justice 

(3:8). ** Listen, you rulers who pervert justice and who think the Lord is with you: 

Because of you, Jerusalem will become a heap of ruins (3:9-12). 

** Then in Chapter 4 and the first part of Chapter 5 Micah unveils a beautiful 

vision of what is to come, with words straight out of Isaiah 2--a touching reminder that 
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Micah himself must have heard Isaiah preach and was inspired to use some of the same 

images.  ** But then the prophet, still speaking for God, turns back toward the accused: 

“This vision, however, is not for you! On the day when Israel is restored, that will be 

your last day!” (5:10ff) [OFF] 

In today’s reading we move into the climax of the courtroom drama. At the 

beginning of Chapter 6 the Lord summons the people to stand and make their case. “All 

rise! Plead your case before the mountains!” Then comes God’s heartfelt plea:  ** “Why 

are you doing this to me, forsaking me for worldly things?  Whatever have I done to 

you? Answer me! I brought you out of Egypt! I freed you from slavery! I sent you 

prophets and leaders to guide you! Remember all the ways I have saved you! And this is 

how you treat me? [OFF]  

Then, astonishingly, the perspective shifts as the prophet turns and responds to 

God, speaking in the voice of the people, and even more amazingly, speaking as an 

individual: “With what, then, shall I come before the Lord? What can I possibly offer to 

make up for what I have done?” 

Here are you and I, pronounced guilty, asking to receive our sentence. “Yes, Lord, 

I did turn away from you. Yes, I let myself be deluded by empty promises from false 

prophets. Yes, I sacrificed justice to petty self-preservation—I’ve ignored world’s great 

need because I’m afraid of losing the status that I’ve allowed to define me. What can I 

do to atone for my sin? Shall I make gift of mind-boggling proportions? Thousands of 
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rams? Ten thousand rivers of oil? Or the unthinkable—the sacrifice of my first-born 

child?” 

And here we arrive at the thundering climax in Chapter 6, verse 8, as the prophet 

renders the verdict on behalf of God: “No! Nothing like that! All that the Lord requires of 

you is to do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with God! THAT IS ALL!” 

And why does this satisfy God? Because those who live in this way mirror God’s 

own heart--seeking justice, always demanding equality; embracing others with the 

mercy that God showers upon us; living in humility as one condemned by sin who has 

been redeemed by the grace of God’s love poured out for us, so that we may pour it out 

for others. This is grace—God’s mercy that we absolutely do not deserve.  

It is this grace that transports us to the mountainside in Matthew 5 where Jesus 

is laying out gospel’s great reversal of worldly values that defines the kingdom of God: 

You who have lost everything have gained the kingdom. This is the true mindset of 

poverty. Because of this you are blessed, or deeply happy, a happiness that transcends 

whatever the world might try to do to you.  You for whom the Lord is everything have 

no need for anything else. You for whom justice is slow to come, this is beginning of 

your salvation. You who have known the injustice of oppression, God has cast out your 

oppressors and placed you at the center. You who hunger for justice will be satisfied 

beyond your wildest dreams. You who are mocked or persecuted for your faith will find 

that your endurance provides a powerful witness to God’s kingdom.  

Rejoice, and be glad! For the kingdom of God is yours.  Amen.  


