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SUMMARY
Micah has some advice for The Rolling Stones.

AT A GLANCE
We crave happiness. We search for it, find it, and then it disappears. So how can we hold on to this feeling? True satisfaction comes from acting justly, loving mercy, and walking humbly with God.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “God’s Protest Movement,” February 2, 2020. 

“It’s an old man dancing like a chicken and singing,” said the teenage girl, laughing uncontrollably as she watched a video in her bedroom. Her father, a professor named Arthur Brooks, poked his head into her room to see what was going on.
In a second, he figured it out. She was watching rock star Mick Jagger, who turns 80 this year, singing The Rolling Stones’ hit “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction.”
The song has been a favorite of Baby Boomers and Gen Xers for decades. It hit the pop charts when Professor Brooks was 1 year old.
After all these years, Jagger still can’t get no … satisfaction.
Writing in The Atlantic, Brooks says that as we move through life, “satisfaction — the joy from fulfillment of our wishes or expectations — is evanescent. No matter what we achieve, see, acquire, or do, it seems to slip from our grasp. … Satisfaction, I told my daughter, is the greatest paradox of human life. We crave it, we believe we can get it, we glimpse it and maybe even experience it for a brief moment, and then it vanishes. But we never give up on our quest to get and hold on to it.”
Or, as Mick Jagger puts it, “I try, and I try, and I try, and I try.”
Brooks is right. Happiness so quickly slips from our grasp. We crave it, we find it, we feel it … and then it disappears. Poof! And we go right back to looking for it again. We are always on a search for satisfaction.

How Can We Hold on to Happiness?
“Listen to what the LORD says,” said the prophet Micah to the people of Jerusalem (6:1). He was from the rural village of Moresheth in the land of Judah, and his book begins with prophecies of doom directed toward Israel and Judah. Because the leaders of the people “despise justice and distort all that is right,” Micah said that “Jerusalem will become a heap of rubble” (3:9, 12). 
What was going on in Jerusalem? The leaders were looking for satisfaction. Jerusalem’s “leaders judge for a bribe,” says the prophet, “her priests teach for a price, and her prophets tell fortunes for money” (3:11). Micah saw that people in power were trying to get ahead — in business, government and religion — and they were using corrupt and unjust practices.
In particular, rich landowners were exploiting vulnerable people in the community. “They covet fields and seize them,” said Micah. “They defraud a man of his home, a fellowman of his inheritance” (2:2). In Jerusalem, the rich were getting richer, and the poor were getting poorer. And this was happening on a playing field that was anything but level.
But Micah was not interested only in exposing injustice. He predicted that a shepherd-king would arise to rule Judah. This new ruler would come from the little town of Bethlehem; he would be a rural savior who was not part of the wealthy Jerusalem establishment. 
Spoiler alert: The ruler’s name is Jesus!
Then, the prophet accused the people of not being satisfied with God’s goodness to them. “Listen to what the LORD says,” said Micah. “I brought you up out of Egypt and redeemed you from the land of slavery” (6:1, 4). 
Are you not satisfied?
“I sent Moses to lead you, also Aaron and Miriam” (v. 4). 
Are you not satisfied?
“Remember your journey from Shittim to Gilgal,” crossing the Jordan River into the promised land (v. 5). 
Are you not satisfied?
God brought the people out of slavery, gave them wise and powerful leaders, and brought them into the promised land. And yet, the people of Israel and Judah can’t get no … satisfaction! No matter what they achieve or attain, they want more. Instead of enjoying the good life that God has given them, they resort to corruption and injustice to satisfy their wishes and expectations. 
“The LORD has a case against his people,” said Micah; “he is lodging a charge against Israel” (v. 2).
These were hard words for the people to hear, and some of them immediately felt guilty. They asked the prophet what they could do to make things better. “With what shall I come before the LORD,” they asked, “and bow down before the exalted God? Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old?” (v. 6).
No, said the prophet, forget about your burnt offerings.
“Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousand rivers of oil?” (v. 7).
No, said the prophet, God will not be pleased with rams and oil.
“Shall I offer my firstborn for my transgression,” said the people, “the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?” (v. 7).
Are you kidding? Human sacrifice? No way, said the prophet.
Like so many of us today, the people of Jerusalem wanted to cut a deal with God. They were lifting up a “foxhole prayer,” the kind we might offer in times of grave danger (see “Foxhole Faith,” January 22, 2023). “Heal me, Lord,” we might say after receiving a cancer diagnosis. “Answer my prayer, and I’ll make a huge donation to the church.”
These foxhole prayers are understandable, but they don’t bring us any closer to God. They end up being transactional, not relational. They send the message that we want to show our appreciation to the LORD, but we don’t really want to change our lives to get closer to God.
This seemed to be true for the people of Jerusalem. They would be happy to make a burnt offering, but they were not going to stop taking bribes. They would be willing to give the LORD some rams and oil, but they were not going to reform their unjust real estate practices. They would gladly give up their firstborn child, but they were not going to stop committing fraud!
The hunger for satisfaction is powerful, isn’t it? We are pleasure-seeking creatures, and we will do almost anything to preserve what makes us feel good. When Mick Jagger sings, “I try, and I try, and I try, and I try,” he is talking about the effort we put into the search for satisfaction, even at the cost of our ethics, morals, integrity, marriages and families.

A Simple Answer
Micah reveals the true secret to happiness: It has nothing to do with money or power or real estate holdings. The prophet says that God “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” (v. 8).
That is shockingly simple, isn’t it? Acting justly, loving mercy, and walking humbly with God are the keys to our true satisfaction. Micah “clearly states,” says biblical professor Daniel Simundson, “that God is more interested in the way people live their ordinary lives than in their religious practices.” When we behave in this way, we are able to hold on to happiness.
Act justly. This is not wishful thinking about the administration of justice in the world, but a set of concrete actions that advances fairness and equality for all of God’s people. In particular, to act justly means to work on behalf of people who are weak or powerless or exploited by others. Acting justly is the opposite of what the rich landowners of Jerusalem were doing as they exploited vulnerable people in the community.
Love mercy. The Hebrew of this commandment is a little bit tricky because the word translated “mercy” is hesed, which is a common word in the Bible, but not one that can be translated neatly into any one English word. Yes, it means mercy, but it also means kindness, grace, loyalty and faithfulness. To love hesed is to love all these qualities, which are so important in a relationship with God and with the people around us. This is similar to what Jesus said to the Pharisees when they questioned why he was eating with tax collectors and sinners: “I desire mercy, not sacrifice” (Matthew 9:13).
Walk humbly with God. Once again, the challenge is concrete action: “Walk humbly.” This means to travel forward with God, walking in God’s way and staying close to God. It means to remain humble as we make this journey, because God is all-powerful and cannot be manipulated by burnt offerings or rivers of oil. When we travel in this way, we are mindful of our behavior, because we know that God is challenging us to act justly and to love mercy.
The promise of this verse is the gift of satisfaction. When we act justly, we tend to have good relationships with the people around us. When we love mercy, we can feel as though we are in step with Almighty God. True satisfaction does not come from property or power or money. 
Instead, it comes from being right with God, and right with the people around us.
—Henry Brinton and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
Brooks, Arthur C. “How to Want Less.” The Atlantic, February 8, 2022, www.theatlantic.com.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
Psalm 15
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
House Rules. “House rules” are specific restrictions, limitations and expectations that apply in certain establishments such as bars and casinos. Or a host may establish house rules for the benefit of his friends who’ve come over for a poker game. House rules are also established by parents to provide boundaries and limits for children. Once again, the rules may vary from house to house. In some homes, children may be able to jump up and down on the sofa, using it like a trampoline. In other homes, this behavior is not allowed. A well-known posting of house rules includes these: “If you open it, close it; if you make a mess, clean it up; if you move it, put it back” and others. Psalm 15 is a set of house rules. You want to live in God’s “tent” (v. 1)? Then, here are the rules that apply.
What Does the Text Say?
Verses 1a and 1b are in synonymous parallelism with each other: “O LORD, who may abide in your tent?” — “Who may dwell on your holy hill?” The “holy hill” / “the hill of the LORD” is Jerusalem / Mount Zion, in particular what Jews now call the “Temple Mount.” “Your tent” / “his holy place” signifies God’s presence / glory with his people because the Ark of the Covenant was located within that holy tent. One does not approach God or God’s holy place, even to worship him, without being ready to appear before God. The basic answer to the question of verse 1 is found in verse 2, expanded by verses 3-5: “Those who walk blamelessly, and do what is right, and speak the truth from their heart.” “Walking,” biblically speaking, is living out the characteristic behavioral pattern of one’s life, thus revealing one’s essential character. “Blameless” can refer literally to an animal without blemish, thus acceptable to present to God as a sacrifice. But it also refers to people who live lives of integrity / impeccable behavior before God and people. Verse 3 says more about speaking and living the truth: no slandering, no doing evil to friends, no reproaching (insulting, slurring, defaming, taunting, reviling, casting scorn or blame on) a neighbor. Verses 4a-4b comprise a wisdom-like proverbial expression: The one who would approach God despises the wicked but honors those who fear (revere) the Lord. Further (v. 5), they don’t lend money at interest. Also, they “do not take a bribe against the innocent”; this refers to legal situations. All the behaviors of verses 2-5 are those of people in relationship to family members and others of the community. How one relates to neighbors is closely connected to how one relates to God. The end of verse 5 is God’s promise that those who do what is required in verses 2-5a will never be moved (shaken, upended, tottered). They will be made firm by God and before God, which takes us back to the psalm’s opening question.

1 Corinthians 1:18-31
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Sign of the Cross. To begin the sermon on today’s epistle text, it might be interesting for the congregation to understand why our Catholic brothers and sisters make the sign of the cross at certain times. It wouldn’t take much research online to learn more about the practice. Then, note that making the sign of the cross often happens at odd moments. For example, many baseball players make the sign of the cross as they step into the batter’s box. Some soccer players do likewise before attempting a penalty shot. Is this merely a superstitious practice? A good-luck ritual? Then, the preacher might discuss the cross symbol as a wildly popular item of jewelry. Why would one wear a cross — the symbol of unspeakable and horrible cruelty — as jewelry? To identify oneself as a Christian? Because, with all its diamonds, it’s pretty? After an opening discussion of how the cross appears in our culture, work on the text and explain how the cross was perceived by cultures in Jesus’ time. What is the “sign of the cross” to us today? What does the cross signify to us?
What Does the Text Say?
Two perspectives of the cross are contrasted in 1 Corinthians 1:18-31. For “those who are perishing,” the cross is “foolishness”; for those “who are being saved it is the power of God [dunamiV qeou]” (v. 18). Paul also says that both Jews and Greeks had misunderstood the cross because of their respective religious and cultural biases. According to him, “Jews demand signs” (i.e., they wanted to see God’s power) while “Greeks desire wisdom” (i.e., they sought convincing rhetoric). For Jews, the cross was a sign, not of power, but of weakness; consequently, it was “a stumbling block [skandalon].” For Greeks, the cross was devoid of wisdom; therefore, it was “foolishness [mwrian],” that is, utter nonsense or madness (vv. 22-23). However, for believers, it is a sign of the power of God (v. 24). The believers in Corinth were neither “wise by human standards” nor “of noble birth.” In other words, their very presence in God’s kingdom shamed “the wise,” “the strong” and the “things that are,” thus demonstrating God’s power and wisdom (vv. 26-28). Furthermore, since “God [was] the source of [their] life” (i.e., wisdom, righteousness, sanctification and redemption), they were not to boast in their own abilities, but only “in the Lord” (vv. 29-31).

Matthew 5:1-12
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
A Blessed Life. Most pastors have preached on this text many times. The sermons, no doubt, were expositions of Jesus’ view of the blessed life. Why not nod to the text with various general comments, but then give the congregation your own “principles of a blessed life”? This assumes you feel blessed. Why do you regard your own life as a blessed life? Professional success? A comfortable lifestyle? Children who have not fallen in with the wrong crowd? Good friends and family? This text is an opportunity to open your heart with the congregation about your philosophy / theology of the blessed life. What is the key? What are the principles of a blessed life? The Beatitudes can seem somewhat poetic and removed from real life. Explain how to be blessed as someone living in modern times in your own hometown.
What Does the Text Say?
The Beatitudes that open the Sermon on the Mount are all about challenging preconceptions. They clearly declare that circumstances people naturally see as unfortunate are nonetheless genuinely fortunate in the truest sense. Experiencing poverty, mourning, hunger or persecution (vv. 3-4, 6, 10) isn’t in itself a sign of blessing, but people can count on God’s presence with them. In a similar fashion, those who act with meekness, mercy, purity and a desire for peace (vv. 5-9) find themselves where God is already at work. Notice, then, that even these blessings pronounced on those who are doing certain things don’t suggest that they’re showing mercy and working for peace in order to obtain God’s blessings. Blessings come from being in God’s presence, not as a reward for either suffering or good works.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

Abd al-Rahman III, the emir and caliph of Córdoba in 10th-century Spain, summed up a life of worldly success at about age 70: “I have now reigned above 50 years in victory or peace; beloved by my subjects, dreaded by my enemies, and respected by my allies. Riches and honors, power and pleasure, have waited on my call.”
And the payoff? “I have diligently numbered the days of pure and genuine happiness which have fallen to my lot,” he wrote. “They amount to 14.”
—Arthur C. Brooks, “How to Want Less,” The Atlantic, February 8, 2022.
www.theatlantic.com.

##

If money guaranteed happiness, wouldn’t the rich be happier than everybody else? Studies show that often they’re not. Happy people don’t follow money, they follow their God-given passion. In What Happy People Know, Dr. Dan Baker writes: “The man in front of me seemed to have it all: money, freedom, friends and family. But he didn’t have the one thing he wanted most — happiness. His home life would horrify most people — alienated kids, a wife who resented his obsession with work, no time to kick back.” What was this man’s biggest concern? Keeping what he had! … 
No, money can’t buy happiness; regardless of how much you have, it’s never enough. Fear will always whisper, “Unless you get more you won’t be secure.” So, what’s the secret of happiness? Paul writes: “For I have learned how to be content with whatever I have. I know how to live on almost nothing or with everything. I have learned the secret of living in every situation, whether it is with a full stomach or empty, with plenty or little. For I can do everything through Christ, who gives me strength” (vv. 11-13, NLT). 
—Jentezen Franklin, “The Secret of Satisfaction,” Daily Devotions, November 24, 2012.
https://jentezenfranklin.org.

##

It makes no sense in modern life to use our energies to have five cars, five bathrooms, or even five pairs of sneakers, but we just … want them. Neuroscientists have looked into this. Dopamine is excreted in response to thoughts about buying new things, winning money, acquiring more power or fame, having new sexual partners. The brain evolved to reward us for the behaviors that kept us alive and made us more likely to pass on our DNA. This may be an anachronism, at least to some degree, but it is a fact of our lives, nonetheless.
For the faithful, satisfaction has another name: heaven.
Many religions promise heaven to believers. We rarely think carefully about what that entails — harps and clouds? — but the Roman Catholic Church is helpfully specific about it. Heaven grants us the “beatific vision”: God showing himself to us face-to-face, making us know his true nature — and thereby granting us the “fulfillment of the deepest human longings, the state of supreme, definitive happiness.” Or, as the English mystic Juliana of Norwich wrote of heaven, “all shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well.” In other words, heaven is pure satisfaction that lasts.
Why can’t we seem to be so well on Earth? The 13th-century Catholic priest Thomas Aquinas answers this in his magisterial Summa Theologiae. He defines the satisfaction problem as one of misbegotten goals: idols that distract us from God, the true source of our bliss. …
As we grow older in the West, we generally think we should have a lot to show for our lives — a lot of trophies. According to numerous Eastern philosophies, this is backwards. As we age, we shouldn’t accumulate more to represent ourselves, but rather strip things away to find our true selves — and thus, to find happiness and peace. The Tao Te Ching, a Chinese text compiled around the fourth century B.C. that is the foundation of Taoism, makes this point with elegance:
People would be content
with their simple, everyday lives,
in harmony, and free of desire.
When there is no desire,
all things are at peace.
—Arthur C. Brooks, “How To Want Less,” The Atlantic, February 8, 2022.
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2022/03/why-we-are-never-satisfied-happiness/621304/.
Retrieved August 24, 2022.

##

There is a difference between happiness and joy. We experience happiness in moments of contentment, when things are going well, when all is right with the world. Happiness has soft edges, and it comes and goes. 
Joy is made of stronger stuff, it transcends the rightness or wrongness of the current moment. Joy comes in the morning, it happens when the night ends and against all odds the sun rises. That transcendent sense of a deeper rightness appears in the bits of light bones and feathers that I’m watching land on bird feeders and in the taste of a good green tea. It is in the open book of Naomi Shihab Nye poetry resting on the arm of my chair and sound of my dogs contented huff and sigh. It is in the memory of making tamales with my daughter on Christmas Day and the endless colors of brown and beige in the winter woods. It is in the person in the post office who continues to be helpful and kind even when it would be easier to be surly and there it is again the friend who texted and the smell of the creamy butternut squash soup I made to give away. …
Let me feel the despair, allow it to live where it lives. But then lean into these uncertain times with a sense of where the light is always shining even when the dawn is hours away. May we all experience happiness … but ah my friends, may we all live with joy. 
—Carrie Newcomer, “Joy Is Made Of Stronger Stuff: Where do you find the kind of joy that sustains,” A Gathering of Spirits blog, January 5, 2022.
https://carrienewcomer.substack.com/p/joy-is-made-of-stronger-stuff.
Retrieved August 24, 2022.

##

In 1905, [Mark] Twain turned 70 and had a huge party at Delmonico’s restaurant in New York City. There were 170 guests, including Willa Cather, Frances Hodgson Burnett, and Andrew Carnegie. The guests assembled in a parlor, and at 8 p.m. a 40-piece orchestra played a march to alert them that it was time for dinner. Each guest’s menu had drawings of Twain in different stages of his life, including in his most recent career as a lecturer — that drawing showed him proclaiming, “Be good and you will be lonesome.” Each guest received a 12-inch bust of Twain as a souvenir.
After dinner, several telegrams were read aloud, including one from President Theodore Roosevelt, lamenting the fact that he could not attend, and another full of birthday wishes from a group of British writers, including Rudyard Kipling, J.M. Barrie, Thomas Hardy, and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Twain’s good friend, the writer and publisher William Dean Howells, gave a toast that ended in a sonnet he had written for the occasion.
After Howells’ toast, Twain got up and gave a speech. He compared his 70th birthday to his first, and decided that the 70th was far superior. He said: “I remember the first one very well, and I always think of it with indignation; everything was so crude, unaesthetic, primeval. […] Why, even the cradle wasn’t whitewashed — nothing ready at all. I hadn’t any hair, I hadn’t any teeth, I hadn’t any clothes.” He said, “I have achieved my 70 years in the usual way: by sticking strictly to a scheme of life which would kill anybody else.” Then he proceeded to explain the lifestyle that had gotten him there, which included eating mince-pie after midnight; smoking at all times when he was awake (including in bed); avoiding exercise at all costs; and living what he called “a severely moral life.” He ended his speech: “I am 70; 70, and would nestle in the chimney corner, and smoke my pipe, and read my book, and take my rest, wishing you well in all affection, and that when you in your turn shall arrive at pier No. 70 you may step aboard your waiting ship with a reconciled spirit, and lay your course toward the sinking sun with a contented heart.”
—Garrison Keillor, The Writer’s Almanac for November 30, 2021.
https://www.garrisonkeillor.com/radio/twa-the-writers-almanac-for-november-30-2021/.
Retrieved August 25, 2022.

##

The man of contentment
Seeks nothing that
He doesn’t have and
Understands that
Whatever he has
Isn’t his to own.
—Wu Hsin, an ancient Chinese sage apparently created by modern writer (some would say con artist) Roy Melvyn. The name Wu Hsin literally means “no-mind.” 
Another saying of Melvyn/Wu Shin: “Chasing after more and more is futile. It is only less and less that lastingly satisfies.” Whether or not there really was a Wu Hsin, he speaks truth.
For more on the Wu Hsin debate, see Marcelo Gleiser, “The incredible story of Wu Hsin and Roy Melvyn,” The Big Think, June 2, 2021. https://bigthink.com/13-8/incredible-story-wu-hsin-roy-melvyn/.
Retrieved August 25, 2022.

##

I am a lucky man and these are wonderful times and we are all fortunate to be living now, in September of 2021, and of course there is poverty and disease and suffering and ignorance and cruelty and crabby people and inferior food and lousy service and poor Wi-Fi and unruly children and robocalls trying to sell you aluminum siding and this cursed printer that says there’s a paper jam though there is not, but there are beautiful advantages that our elders didn’t enjoy, and let me be grateful for the anti-seizure medication and blood thinner that keep me chugging along and YouTube, which has just now, for my benefit, played Don and Phil Everly singing “Let It Be Me,” and all it took was googling a few words and there it is, tender brotherly harmony.
We didn’t have cellphones back in the day and now we do, and so, as the Everlys sing and the GPS lady guides my wife through a maze of colonial streets in small towns on the coast of Connecticut, I can text my daughter and tell her I love and miss her, all simultaneously, and wind up at a nearby café overlooking Long Island Sound.
The most wonderful thing I have today that wasn’t available to me before is old age. The TV offers us dozens of channels, each with hundreds of shows and movies that we could access at any time, and the phone in my hand offers every streaming music format known to man, any radio network, a choice of thousands of podcasts, puzzles, news headlines, books on Kindle — we could be thoroughly entertained for a thousand years and I decline. There were a couple decades when I traveled more or less constantly and sometimes I’d go into a men’s room in some faraway airport and think, “I was here two or three years ago.” Now I’m happy to sit and look at the boats moored at the dock, a red light flashing at the end and Jay Gatsby on his nice lawn across the Sound looking over and envying us.
—Garrison Keillor, “The road to contentment is sitting right here,” Garrisonkeillor.com.
https://www.garrisonkeillor.com/the-road-to-contentment-is-sitting-right-here/.
Retrieved August 25, 2022.

##

COMMENTARY 
Micah 6:1-8
Micah, a contemporary of Isaiah, was a prophet of the Lord to the Southern Kingdom of Judah during the tumultuous years when the Assyrians destroyed the Northern Kingdom of Israel (721 B.C.) and severely threatened Judah (Sennacherib besieged Jerusalem in 701). Micah is best known for 5:2: “[Y]ou, O Bethlehem of Ephrathah …” (see Matthew 2:3-6) and for 6:8 “[W]hat does the LORD require of you …”. About 609 B.C., people of Jeremiah’s day cited Micah 3:12 in Jeremiah 26:18. Micah was a prophet of judgment, yet he offered God’s ultimate forgiveness and hope (7:18-20). “[G]od will take us back in love; He will cover up our iniquities, You will hurl all our sins into the depths of the sea” (7:19 — Tanakh).
In Micah 6:1-5, the Lord is puzzled as he addresses his people. The “hear” of verse 1 is a plural imperative — biblical religion is more communal (less individually focused) than ours. God pleads relationally, though with much frustration, as the lawsuit against them for breaking the covenant begins: “O my people …” (vv. 3, 5; see Psalm 50:7 ff and Isaiah 3:12 ff re God’s “court-cases” against the people). In verse 2, God presents the accusation (NIV/NET) before the mountains (as witnesses) as the charges against (NIV/NLT) the people are delivered. God has done many “saving acts” (v. 5) for them, e.g., in delivering them from slavery in Egypt and by protecting them against Balak of Moab (Numbers 22-24) during their time in the wilderness. “[W]hat have I done to you” and “In what have I wearied you” (v. 3) suggest that not only are they ungrateful, but they are accusing God of hurting them; thus, they no longer see the need to obey God. They have clearly offended God — see accusations of their injustice in Micah 2:1-2, 8-9; 3:1-3, 9-12; 7:2-3. God demands that they answer his charges.
After taking to heart the Lord’s jarring words, the people have come to their spiritual senses, realizing their need for forgiveness for their sinful attitudes and actions; they know that they must become restored to a right relationship with God. So, the prophet speaks for all the people the words of verses 6-8.
The questions of verses 6-7 are rhetorical. What should they bring with them as they come to bow down before God’s exalted presence? The imagery is that of people bowing in submission before their emperor, bringing extravagant gifts to appease him or find favor with him. Burnt offerings were total sacrifices of an animal, with no part of the cooked meat to be eaten. Note the increasing extravagance of the proposed offerings of rams, oil and even children. Child sacrifice, performed by many pagan cultures and even by some Israelites, was clearly forbidden (Deuteronomy 12:29-31; Jeremiah 19:4-6). But they would be willing even to offer their own dear children to make amends with God.
The prophet responds in verse 8 with God’s answer to their “questions” about how to get right with God. At first glance, God’s requirements for a reconciled and ongoing relationship seem to be less demanding than extravagant sacrifices. But ponder well what God says. “He has told you” refers to God’s already-declared torah (law/instruction), prophets’ words and wisdom teachings. What God expects is not new. “Good” is tob (pronounced “tove”) in Hebrew. Its core meaning is not only moral goodness, but also what is just right or fitting, pleasant, beautiful, or of excellent practical value. “O mortal” is ’adam in Hebrew, which means “human being,” as in Genesis 1:27.
Three qualities exemplify the good that the Lord is requiring (this participle of darash also means that God is carefully seeking/searching for something). The first requirement is to do justice — mishpat, a cognate of the verb shaphat — to rule/govern or judge (impartially). A core contextual meaning of mishpat is to live in an equitable and righteous way within society. Biblically speaking, a righteous person becomes like God; he or she lives up to God’s standards of morality and ethical behavior and treats others fairly.
The second requirement is to love kindness (hesed), a word that also means mercy, covenant loyalty and steadfast love. It is because of God’s hesed that we are to exhibit hesed to others (see parallels in Hosea and in Jesus’ words).
The third requirement is to walk humbly in company with your God. Biblically speaking, “walking” is living out the characteristic behavioral pattern of one’s life; how one “walks” reveals one’s essential character. The Hebrew word for humbly (a Hiphil infinitive absolute) does not mean in abject submission, but cautiously and wisely, as well as modestly. The Greek LXX translates it “to be prepared/ready.” Basically, God requires us to be prepared daily to walk with him step-by-step in an appropriate manner, as he leads the way. No check list (“I have done all three today”) will do.
Deuteronomy 10:12-13 very closely parallels Micah 6:8: “So now, O Israel, what does the LORD your God require of you? Only to fear [revere] the LORD your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and to keep the commandments of the LORD your God. …” Also see Amos 5:21-24, which says essentially the same thing as Micah 6:6-8: Rather than trying to “wow” God or appease him with our spectacles of over-the-top worship or sacrificial giving, remember the essentials. God says: “Instead, I want to see a mighty flood of justice, an endless river of righteous living.” (5:24, NLT).
Some may be mystified by the Lord’s refusal to pay attention to the very sacrifices he mandated in portions of the Torah/Pentateuch (Genesis-Deuteronomy) as a way of honoring God or of receiving forgiveness of sin. Various explanations are given, but the issue is best resolved by seeing a combination of ironic and/or spiritualizing language and a corresponding call to return to a form of religious practice that does not use even proper religious observances as a cover-up for disobedience to God and unrighteousness, especially injustice. A religion of the heart will lead its observers not only to observe ceremonial practices (there is still a place for them — Isaiah 56:7), but also to live a righteous and just life in a society that shows love for God and neighbor.
Some further examples: The NIV of Hosea 6:6 (cited by Jesus in Matthew 9:13; 12:7), “For I desire mercy [hesed], not sacrifice, and acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings”; Psalm 51:16-17, “For you have no delight in sacrifice; if I were to give a burnt offering, you would not be pleased. The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.” See the prophetic words of 1 Samuel 15:22; Isaiah 1:10-20; Jeremiah 6:19-20; 7:5-7, 21 ff.; 9:23-24; Psalms 40:6; 50:7-23; Proverbs 15:8-9; 21:3, 27. See Jesus’ words in Matthew 23:23 and Mark 12:28-34. Jesus requires those who follow him to act justly with regard to the poor and outcasts (see especially the gospel of Luke). Some NT passages follow certain OT passages’ lead in spiritualizing sacrifice: Hebrews 10:4 ff.; 13:15-16, as well as 1 Peter 2:5.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Micah 6:1-8
Show the children some school supplies, e.g., a three-ring binder, pencils, a pencil sharpener, eraser, pens, crayons, paper, etc. Ask them how they know what to bring to school, and if the school or teacher gave them a list of required supplies they were expected to bring at the beginning of the year. Explain that long ago, people wondered about God’s requirements. They wondered if God expected them to have “calves a year old … thousands of rams … rivers of oil” (vv. 6-7). Ask the children if they think God requires these things. Shake your head no and say that God requires us to “do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with [our] God” (v. 8). Say that these are not things we can buy, but instead are things we can do — treating others fairly, showing love and loyalty and kindness, and walking in the way of God. Stress that these are things we do not only in church, but in our homes and neighborhoods and schools. Say that if they follow these requirements, God will give them an excellent grade.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
Make your way home. All you raised in church but not active in church,
Make your way home.
All you searching for truth and joy that lasts more than a day,
Make your way home to God.
All you wanting to give yourself to something larger than yourself,
Make your way home; make your way home to God.
Make your way home to this community of faith.
All you who have been riding the roller coaster of life,
Make your way to the best ride of your life.
All you hurting, abused, or confused,
Make your way home to a place of healing.
All you worried and uptight, stuck in a rut,
Loosen up, make your way home,
Home to God, home to healing, home to joy!

Pastoral Prayers — General
Lord God of Truth,
There are times when we feel so very weary. We search and search for something real and solid, something genuine, and we find out that we have fallen for an illusion.
Our dream job has turned out to be a nightmare; someone we had figured for a friend turns out to be a foe; the word of someone we trusted turns out to be worthless; a promise we clung to has been broken; the security we had been building for ourselves has been demolished by a single gust of bad luck.
God, sometimes even you seem to be an illusion. We pray and pray, counting on you to alter some terrible situation, and we hear nothing but your silence. Are you there, God? Can you hear us?
Come to us, Lord; we need you. Our compass is out of whack. We can’t find our true direction. Speak to us, Lord; we must hear something true before despair overwhelms us. Help us hear you calling us through the bewildering maze of smoke and mirrors that is the so-called “real world.”
Show us, Lord, why we so often misplace our trust. Have we placed expectations upon people or things that no one but you could fulfill? Have we tried to fabricate our own truth on foundations of pride and unworthy desire? Has it been necessary to humble us to make us willing to follow you?
Guide us back to some solid ground; set us upon a high rock that we may find the way of truth through a wilderness filled with false shadows. Help us test the spirits we encounter to see if they are true, or merely another masquerade from the Father of Lies. Help us recognize and name the deceiving spirits of materialism and pride, the spirits of bigotry and greed, the spirits of hatred and vengeance. Give us the discernment and strength to rebuke those spirits, in Jesus’ name, and send them back down where they came from.
Help us be true in all our dealings with others. Help us be people of our word, even as you, God, are as true as your Word in Jesus Christ. Discipline us to put away all false and underhanded ways so that the world may see in our lives a reflection of you, who are pure and true above all. For Jesus’ sake. Amen.

Benedictions — General 
May God give you courage to walk in the paths of peace,
Patience to outlast the troubles of the day,
Joy that radiates from the inside out,
Love that erases barriers and heals wounds,
Kindness that touches hearts,
Gentleness that cherishes the children and enjoys creation.
May God go with you to love and serve in God’s world.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Oh, for a Closer Walk with God
Forth in Thy Name, O Lord, I Go
Come, Holy Spirit, Heavenly Dove
Worship and Praise* 
Only You Can Satisfy (McDowell)
Jesus Strong and Kind (CityAlight)
More Love to Thee (Walker)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Fourth Sunday After Epiphany, Cycle A
Micah 6:1-8
Psalm 15
1 Corinthians 1:18-31
Matthew 5:1-12
