               May 21st, 2006, Sermon:    “ What Does the Lord Require of You? “
                                  ( Micah 6:1-8; 1st Corinthians 1:26-31; Matthew 5:1-12 )

*****************************************************************
     Andrea and I have the special honor of being Godparents and reminding our Godchildren about all that God has done for them in Holy Baptism.  One of our Godchildren is a boy named “Micah Isaiah Christian Arndt.”  That’s quite a name!  But it’s his FIRST name that’s important today.

     His FIRST name is “Micah.”  He’s named after the prophet Micah who wrote the Old Testament book of Micah from which today’s Old Testament reading is taken.  That name “Micah” is a very special name.  Why?  I’ll let you know at the end of the sermon.

     For now, let’s examine our reading from the book of Micah.  We’ll start out with a little background information.  Micah was a prophet who proclaimed God’s Word during the 8th and 7th centuries B.C.  At that time many of God’s people had rejected the Lord, and yet they appeared to be very religious people.
     But how does that work?  How can you reject the Lord and yet be a religious person?  Simple.  All you have to do is worship a FALSE god.  We also do this sometimes!  If we don’t like what the TRUE God says to us, we just make up our own version of “god” – a “god” who is more appealing to us.

     That’s just what God’s people did in Micah’s day.  They treated the One, True God the same as one of their false gods.  The worshipped Him as though he were an idol.  They tried to bribe God with their offerings and ritual sacrifices.  In turn, they expected God to overlook their sins and protect them from their enemies.
     But God does not take bribes and He would not overlook their sin.  God loved them too much to leave them in their hell-bound state of prideful rebellion.  So, God rebuked them with His prophets.  Listen to Micah 3:11 – “Her leaders judge for a bribe, her priests teach for a price, and her prophets tell fortunes for money.  Yet they lean upon the Lord and say, ‘Is not the Lord among us?  No disaster will come upon us.’“

     Did you hear that?  Even though the spiritual leaders had distorted God’s Word for a price and would not tell the people to repent of their sin, they were still confident that God would protect them.  Why?  Because they had bribed God – or so they thought.  

     But God cannot be bribed!  Listen to these words of God from Micah chapter 6:  “Shall I acquit a man with dishonest scales, with a bag of false weights?  Her rich men are violent; her people are liars and their tongues speak deceitfully.”

     God did not overlook their sin.  But the people would not listen when Micah spoke the Word of God.  In fact, when they heard Micah’s sermons they may have said:  “What does God want from us?  What does God require of us?  He doesn’t want us to repent, does He?  What a burden!  What if we give God some more sacrifices?  What if we sing some hymns in His honor?  Will that make Him happy?  Will He leave us alone then?”
     Simply put, they viewed God as a burden and NOT as a blessing.  They loved their sinful ways and were burdened by the ways of God.  That’s why God says this to them:  “My people, what have I done to you?  How have I burdened you?  Answer me!”
     God then goes on to remind them of all His past mercies and how He forgave them and delivered them from their enemies, just so they could be His own people.  But they wanted nothing to do with their Savior.  They wanted to live as they pleased.  So they attempted to bribe God with their offerings and they treated Him like one of their dead idols.
     You see, they totally missed the point of those sacrifices they were offering in the temple.  God had commanded that animal blood sacrifices be offered – but NOT as a means to bribe God.  Instead, God told them to offer sacrifices because they were pictures of the ONE sacrifice that would save all people from their sins.

     But the people didn’t take their sin seriously and so they forgot how much they needed a Savior.  They actually thought they could bribe God and get Him to ignore their sin which they intended to keep on doing.  In fact, in complete rebellion against God’s Word, they even sacrificed their own children as a way to bribe God and get Him off their backs.

     Now, at this point in the sermon we need to pause and recognize that Micah is also speaking to US.  We dare not judge those people in 800 B.C. as though we are better than they were.  We, too, are guilty of treating God like a dead idol.  We, too, often live as we please and then we foolishly try to bribe God somehow.

     For example, maybe we don’t want to give up a certain sin that God condemns, and so we think that God will overlook our sin as long as we go to Church and give an offering.

     Now, don’t get me wrong.  There’s nothing bad about going to Church and giving an offering.  In fact, we need the gifts God gives us during these Services, and the offerings God moves us to give help support the work of Christ’s Church.  But if we go to Church and give offerings thinking that we’ve somehow bribed God; if we do this thinking that our sacrifices and good works give us the freedom to live as we please, then we are deceived and we are guilty of sinful pride.

     That’s why God warns us today.  He exposes the sin in our lives and shows us what He requires of us.  What DOES the Lord require of us?  Listen to Micah 6:8 – “He has showed you, O man, what is good.  And what does the Lord require of you?  To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.”  So, what does this mean?

     First, God wants you to “act justly.”  This means that we agree that God’s ways are good and that our sinful choices are wrong.  This means we conform our lives to God’s will as revealed in His Word.  We avoid the sin God condemns and we practice the good He commands.  That’s why we need to meditate on the Ten Commandments on a regular basis.
     The second thing God requires is that we “love mercy.”  We are to show compassion for the poor and needy, and not ignore them or take advantage of them.  We must also be willing to forgive others.  If a person wrongs us, but then later repents and wants to reconcile with us, we are then to show mercy and forgive that person.

     So, we are to “act justly” and “love mercy.”  That’s what the Lord requires of you.  But there’s only one problem.  We don’t do what God requires.  Even we Christians who desire to do what the Lord requires, we still have a sinful nature that moves us to rebel.  No matter how hard we try, we don’t always act justly and we don’t always love mercy.  We are sinners who deserve God’s wrath.

     That’s why we must remember that THIRD requirement – walk humbly with your God! But how is it possible for prideful sinners to walk humbly with God?  The answer is that God produces this requirement in us!!  God uses His Word of judgment to humble us so that we will be able to receive His Words of mercy and life.

     You see, we need to recognize how serious our sin is and that we deserve nothing but God’s anger and wrath.  As long as we see sin as a blessing and the ways of God as a burden; as long as we try to bride God so we can live as we please, we are lost and have no hope of salvation.

     That’s why God does all He can to convict us so that we walk humbly before Him.  “To walk humbly” means that we don’t try to bribe God so we can live as we please.  Instead, we beg God for mercy so that we might receive salvation.  We ask God to help us do what pleases HIM.

     When we sinners live in humility before God we can always rejoice in His mercy.  God has forgiven your sins and He will give you eternal life in His New Creation.  As Jesus said in our Gospel reading:  “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs IS the kingdom of heaven.”
     That’s why God causes us to walk humbly before Him.  That’s why God condemns our sin and breaks our hearts of pride.  God can’t save people with prideful hearts.  Therefore, God gives you a heart of humility that can be filled with Jesus.

     In fact, Jesus is the reason we have mercy from God.  You see, God is JUST and He must ACT JUSTLY.  That means He must punish our sin.  But God also LOVES MERCY.  Therefore, God did something for us that He never asked us to do:  GOD GAVE HIS FIRSTBORN FOR YOUR TRANSGRESSION; HE GAVE HIS SON FOR THE SIN OF YOUR SOUL.

     Remember all those animal blood sacrifices that God commanded His Old Testament people to offer in the Temple?  Those sacrifices were pictures of the ONE sacrifice.  God justly condemned His Son for your sin so that you can receive mercy and walk with God for eternity.
     With that said, we’re now ready to talk about the meaning of the name “Micah.”  Why is the name “Micah” so special?  Because “Micah” means “Who is a God like you?”  There’s only ONE God, and His love and mercy is more amazing than we can possibly imagine.  “Who is a God like you?”
     In fact, the prophet Micah was probably thinking of the meaning of his name when he wrote these words at the end of his book:  “Who is a God like you, who pardons sin and forgives the transgression of the remnant of his inheritance?  You do not stay angry forever but delight to show mercy.  You will again have compassion on us; you will tread our sins underfoot and hurl all our iniquities into the depths of the sea.”
     “Who is a God like you?”  There is no other God like our God – the God who gave His own Son for our sin.  The Holy Spirit has used God’s Word to humble you so that you might repent and receive all that Jesus has done for you.   

     This same Holy Spirit will also move you to serve God and joyfully obey Him.  The Holy Spirit will move you to act justly, love mercy and walk humbly with your God.  Amen!
