God’s Requirements
4th in the series: Listening to God
Scripture: Micah 6:6-8

Key Thought:    We would rather define religion ourselves; but God’s requirements are less onerous and more salutary. 

Intro idea:

Hold a mock election by voice vote between two people for who is truly good?  Then ask the congregation on what basis they decided to cast their vote? 

What is truly good?  What does God really want from us?   What will he require at the accounting that we will all give to him?  These are key questions that this passage asks and that we ask too.   This passage will help us answer them.  

The setting of the chapter is a court case – Micah is the one presenting God’s case against Israel.  The mountains are called to hear the case – to be the jury, if you will. The case revolves around what God truly expects of Israel, his people, and whether they have lived up to those expectations.  
The prophet first suggests three inadequate answers or downright wrong answers that he has seen or heard in Israel about God’s requirements.  
Inadequate and improper worship
I’ve don’t the right Ritual, why am I not approved?   Doesn’t “good” just mean you follow the proper rituals?
The Israelites were confused, and perhaps even angered by Micah’s message.  How could God condemn them when they faithfully kept the ritual that he had prescribed at the temple?  It was complicated.  They had to follow a certain schedule.  Only certain people could kill and sacrifice the animals.  It was an all day all year schedule.  It was costly to maintain.   The use of the word “burdened” by the prophet in verse 3 may indicate that the people had complained that the system was a burden to keep up.   But they had done it.  So what could the problem be?
Many Christian people today have essentially the same approach to their faith.  They want to know what external things they need to do to be Christian and be approved by God.   What is it- just baptize or dedicate the infants,   just be at church a couple times a year—or is it at least once a month?    Do you have to be in one service ministry?  Just what rituals are the minimum?     

But let’s put it another way.  Let’s supposed you max out the rituals – you are here every week for church and Sunday school – you go to a Bible study and you volunteer somewhere too.  But your heart and your lifestyle is far from God.   Will all those rituals save you?  Absolutely not!   

This was the lesson to the rich young ruler in Matt. 129:16 who asked essentially the same question.  Mt 19:16 "Teacher, what good thing must I do to get eternal life?"  NIV   Jesus first asked him about keeping the obvious ones of the ten commandments -  the more external things.   He not doubt stood a little taller when he told Jesus he had kept all those form his youth.   Then Jesus challenged him to sell his possessions and give to the poor.   At that he went away very sad.   His first love—his true security had been revealed.    His religion was a window dressing for his love of money.   

Surely if I just bring a Quantity of sacrifices, God will be appeased.   Isn’t the “good” person the one who sacrifices most?
The suggestion of v.7 that somehow everything would be okay if we could offer thousands of rams is particularly insulting to God.  Can he like humans be bought?  Does he have a price in human goods that only the richest can afford?    To even mouth such questions is to hear their absurdity.   God is no respecter of persons, nor can any amount of money or any number of our sacrifices of any type suffice to buy our way past our sins.     Gifts to God have their place as an expression of love  -- but they can never buy our way.   When they are offered as a way to buy favor, they are brazen attempts to bribe God.    You cannot pay for sins in the currency of this world. 

Nor, I might add, can you bribe or manipulate God into answering a prayer with big gifts.  He is not for sale.  His power is not for sale.    He is the creator of all.  The entire world is his.  He is not moved by your puny material resources or mine.  If he is pleased with our giving, it is not the quantity itself that pleases him, it is the heart with which it is given, the spirit of giving, the love that we show, the amount we have left—these are the measures he uses to measure our worship.  
Suffering will definitely appease God – no so fast…    Even if I’m not really good, maybe God will notice if I suffer a lot. 
The third thing that the prophet has seen in Israel as a way to attempt to buy God’s favor was actually a page borrowed from idol worship—child sacrifice.   Molech, the God of the Ammonites was worshiped by sacrificing children in the fire—a barbaric practice that God hated.   But some nevertheless, thought it the ultimate sacrifice.     Yet God who loves children had clearly said that such sacrifice was forbidden in Israel (Lev. 18:21; 2 Ki.  23:10).  
But there have always been those like King Saul who tried to get away with doing something they knew they should not be making a big sacrifice in another area.     But Samuel’s word to Saul is still the best guide -  To Obey is better than Sacrifice (1 Sam 15:22).”  
Solomon affirmed Pr 21:3   “To do what is right and just is more acceptable to the Lord than sacrifice.” NIV

So making ourselves miserable for our sins does not impress God – nor does it help earn us forgiveness.   Nor is it meritorious, except as it expresses godly sorrow and repentance.     Many people torture themselves in ways that have nothing to do with repentance.  They feel they deserved to be miserable.    Friends, that is not Jesus --that is the enemy!  
God’s Simple Saving requirements- what is good!
2 definitions relate more to our behavior  towards others – the third focuses more on our relationship to God-  though those two concepts are definitely interrelated. 
Another Biblical summary has a similar outline 
Isa 1:17 “Learn to do right! Seek justice, encourage the oppressed. Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the case of the widow.  NIV 

Amos 5:14,15 reinforces the call for justice 

Am 5:14-15 “Seek good, not evil, that you may live.  Then the Lord God Almighty will be with you, just as you say he is.  15 Hate evil, love good; maintain justice in the courts. NIV

Do Justice – Goodness means making honest, godly decisions in the way we treat others. 
Justice is a characteristic of God Ps 97:2  “Righteousness and justice are the foundation of his throne.” 

The word justice has to do fundamentally with our decision making.  The Bible uses this word to describe the breastplate that Aaron wore -  It was the breastplate of judgment or of decision (Ex. 28:29).    The word is occasionally used in Leviticus as a synonym for statues – and is translated “laws (Lev. 18:5; 19:37)—which would be God’s decisions for Israel.   Sometimes it refers to customs  (decisions that becomes the habits of cultures)  and other times to the time of judgment or decision (Ps. 1:5).
Pr 12:5  “The plans of the righteous are just (mishpat) , but the advice of the wicked is deceitful.”   So justice has to do with honesty and integrity replacing deceit. 

God will help us to act this way -   Ps 25:9  “He guides the humble in what is right (mishpat) and teaches them his way.”   

There is a blessing for those who make good decisions     Ps 106:3  “Blessed are they who maintain justice, who constantly do what is right.”

Some things are clear violations of justice:

Theft in all its forms;  lying;  adultery whether virtual or literal; verbal or physical abuse;  cheating an employer out of honest work; or cheating an employee out of agreed upon benefits.  
Justice does the hard work of putting ourselves in the other person’s shoes.  What does justice look like for an illegal alien who is the child of an illegal but who has been here her whole life and has no connection to the country from which her parents brought her.  Is sending her back just?    What does justice look like for a man with a chronic illness who has worked for the school district for 20 plus years but has been intentionally kept at 26 or 27 hours per week so they don’t have to pay him health care?  (That is a true case from a school district near here.  A school board member who spoke up for him for years was ignored.)   What does justice look like for an unborn child whose mother is considering an abortion?      What does justice look like when I have nine or ten rooms in my house for 2 people and people in Haiti are living in tents still after the earthquake?  (Poorer people who do have homes probably have closer to two rooms for nine or 10 people).    Each of us must answer these kinds of questions for ourselves.  We will not always agree exactly either in some cases.  But the answers to these kinds of questions and the heart that we use to arrive at our answers – that’s where it is for God.  That’s what “goodness” is about. 
Love Mercy -  Goodness means being faithful to our commitments to God and others, and showing kindness and compassion to others as God did to Israel. 
The  Hebrew word here is “checed”   one of the great OT words.   Again, we are dealing with a  word that describes the character of God.  Ex 34:6-7

“And he passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, "The Lord, the Lord, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, 7 maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin.”  (checeh in both occurrences of “love”).  The word translated “love” is this word. (ESV “steadfast love”   In NKJV translation is “goodness” in v. 6 and “mercy” in verse 7.    God’s Word translation “faithful” in verse 6 and “love” in verse 7.    New English  Translation  “loyal love”
1. First concept in this word is faithfulness to our covenant commitments.

2. Secondly it means kindness and merciful compassion as God had for Israel because of his covenant love. 

This meaning is found in places like Psalm 51:1 “Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot out my transgressions.” NIV

Ps 103:8  “The Lord is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in love.” NIV

What does compassion means when a neighbor is sick and needs help?  What does compassion mean when  a friend’s Mom dies?   What does compassion mean when I meet someone who is a homosexual or a gang member or someone dressed in black with all black make-up and lots of piercings?   What does compassion mean when the call goes out for Thanksgiving giving at church?   
Again, each of us must answer these kinds of questions for ourselves.  We will not always agree exactly either in some cases.  But the answers to these kinds of questions and the heart that we use to arrive at our answers – that’s where it is for God.  That’s what “goodness” is about too.
(save this section for next week and use the five points)

Walk Humbly with God – That’s goodness in a nutshell 
Only other place this OT word for humble is used in OT Pr 11:2  “When pride comes, then comes disgrace, but with humility comes wisdom.” NIV

But the Bible has many references to our English word “humble.”   Ps 25:9  “He guides the humble in what is right and teaches them his way.” NIV

So Paul urges us  Eph 4:2 “Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love.” NIV
2 key parts to what God is looking for –   relationship and behavior.  Relationship determines behavior.  Micah saves the point most about our relationship to God until the third in his list.  

5 parts to walking humbly with God. 

· Acknowledge our sinfulness and receive his forgiveness and cleansing (our salvation)

· Acknowledge his lordship and our servanthood.  (our sanctification)

· Enjoy a daily sense of his presence  (I will never leave you) (will not leave you as orphans – I will come to you) 

· Walk daily in his instruction  ( His word is our guide – the Spirit is our teacher) (faith comes by hearing, hearing by the Word of God.)

· Be open to what God has for us.  (grow in the grace and knowledge – be filled with the Spirit – literally -- be being filled with the Spirit.”) 
Conclusion
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