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Micah 6:1-8
Matthew 5:1-12

“When Scripture makes it easy”

• There are times as a preacher when I think God works miracles through 
our lectionary and the circumstances at hand

• And then there are times I am pretty sure the lectionary was created 
with a little forethought

• This is the latter: 
• I am convinced that that the lectionary committee knew that many 

parishes across the church would be having annual meetings today
• For our lectionary seems to serve up the very answers the questions 

we are asking
• In fact, Scripture makes it very easy today for us to talk about mission 

and purpose in the world as it relates to God’s mission and purpose
• I love it when it is easy.
• Sometimes when reading the Bible, we have to do some legwork to 

really excavate the message through the cultural and historical 
differences

• Take last week for example: we had to wade through the waters of 
multiple call stories for Simon Peter and his brother Andrew

• We had to dig around a little to figure out what it was that Matthew 
wanted us know, that might have been intuitive to his contemporaries

• But today, it is severed to us on a silver platter, cooked to perfection, 
and tender enough to eat with a fork

• And whether it was planned that way, or whether this is another happy 
coincidence, I do like it when it is easy

• The question for today is not: what does scripture really mean, and 
how does it apply to us?

• Nope- because it is too straight forward for that.
• The question today is will we hear it.
• Today the stage it set with the age old question: “What does God want 

from us?”
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• We hear it in Micah, our Hebrew Scripture reading this morning 
• He begins with God bringing a lawsuit against Israel , using all of 1

creation as the courtroom and jury2

• Of course it could just as easily be us.
• God wants to know why the people have turned away after all God had 

done to help them
• The language is legal language: God makes the case as a prosecutor 

that the people have not held up their end of the covenant
• The evidence is overwhelming, and the defendant presents no counter 

evidence
• Instead the defendant, voiced by the prophet, simply asks, what would 

you have us do?
• You are right, what do you want? 
• Does God want a burnt offering?  
• It makes sense- burnt offerings were customary during this time
• For a Jew living in the eighth century BCE  going to the temple to offer 3

a ram or dove as a sacrifice was an acceptable way of asking God for 
forgiveness

• If a sacrifice is desired, then how much?  
• thousands of rams?
• tens of thousands of rivers of oil?
• even the authors first born?!

• Of course the author is using hyperbole here to make a point
• The problem is that no matter what we do, it does not compare to what 

God has done for us
• So what is it that we are to do?
• It’s not a new question
• And I imagine that even as we fast forward a few thousand years to 

when Jesus is speaking, that question is still on everyone’s minds
• As the disciples and the crowd gather to hear Jesus speak his 

ministry’s inaugural sermon
• Part of the treat this morning is just how well these two readings go 

together

 Preaching the New Common Lectionary, 1401

 http://www.pulpitfiction.us/show-notes/203-epiphany-4a-jan-29-20172

 Feasting on the Word, 2903
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• Micah sets up the question, and here in the Gospel, Jesus begins the 
answer in the familiar passage called the Beatitudes

• Jesus is teaching, and he uses the word “blessed” here repeatedly to 
describe the various groups of people and actions

• We have to start with that word because it gets tossed around a lot 
lately, 

• Matthew is using it differently than you are likely to see it on social 
media in the form of #blessed

• In this case, to be “blessed” does not mean happy or even 
prosperous, as it is so often used today

• It is to be fortunate,  or somehow privileged in their circumstances4 5

• Indeed, as we will see in a second, Jesus’ beatitudes strikes a 
defeating blow to anyone preaching a prosperity gospel

• Or believing that to be blessed means wealth and material goods
• It also helps to better understand what Jesus is saying if we divide 

these statements up into two groups rather than taking them in order:
• Statements that describe people in certain situations and positions 

in life
• And statements that admonish us to change our behavior

• Let’s look at the ones that describe as opposed to instruct, and see 
who Jesus thinks is fortunate in their circumstances

• Jesus says, blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven

• These are the downtrodden, depressed, sad, those who are 
devalued in our world

• Those with broken spirits (HarperCollins) who are spiritually empty 
or bankrupt  6

• Perhaps it is in their emptiness that they are totally dependent upon 
God 7

• In a similar way, blessed are the meek8

 New Interpreters’ Bible Commentary, Matthew, CDROM version4

 http://www.pulpitfiction.us/show-notes/203-epiphany-4a-jan-29-20175

 http://web.me.com/lindyblack/Sermon_Fodder/Lectionary/Entries/2011/1/30_EPIPHANY_4A.html6

 New Interpreters’ Bible Commentary, Matthew7

 New Interpreters’ Bible Commentary, Matthew8
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• Those who find themselves oppressed by the powerlessness of 
their earthly situation (HarperCollins)

• These are not people who are choosing to be humble, these are 
people who have been humbled by the world around them

• Jesus says they will inherit the earth even though they have no 
power to conquer it themselves

• Jesus is describing God’s kingdom as one in which power does not 
dictate control

• Here, Jesus is not telling us to be meek, but telling us that if we find 
ourselves meek, humbled by the powers that be, it will not always 
be so

• We not only have an advocate in God, but a place in the kingdom
• Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake

• This one in particular probably spoke to Matthew’s audience.
• When Matthew was written, the Christian community was often 

misrepresented and then punished and killed for it
• It was easily understood by these faithful believers that doing the 

right thing did not always produce an earthly reward.
• Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted

• As the early Christians were seeing their friends and family die at 
the hands of the Romans, this promise was an important one

• That God would comfort those who mourn, whether it’s mourning 
over the loss of a loved one

• Or over the fact that the Kingdom of God had not yet come and the 
world is not as it should be 9

• Finally, Blessed are the pure in heart.
• The language here is not a person with a pure heart, that is 

someone without the blemish of sin
• This is someone who has been purified through the fires of 

tribulation and hardship
• They have gone through hell and back, and it has created a pure 

heart like a refiners fire
• These statements of promise are not goals for us: we should not strive 

to be poor in spirit or to be mourning10

• These are statements of hope

 Feasting on the Word, 2929

 Preaching the New Common Lectionary, 14910
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• If we find ourselves in those positions, Jesus describes us as blessed, 
or fortunate , 11

• Because we will benefit from God’s care and grace
• What Jesus describes is a dramatic reversal of the way things were 

and are: who thinks the meek, the defeated, humiliated will inherit the 
earth?

• It is worth mentioning here, I think, that these statements were not simply 
for spiritual gratification

• They were overtly and perhaps even offensively political
• When Jesus says, for their’s is the kingdom of heaven, he is taking a 

stab at the Kingdom of Rome
• Simply suggestions that there is a kingdom and a god beyond Rome 

and its Emperor was seditious. 12

• And then saying that everyone that Rome has devalued and 
disregarded are valued members of it…

• These were dangerous things to say
• In the next group of statements, we find more than statements of fact and 

are given instructions on how to live
• We should hunger and thirst after righteousness, seeking to do the 

right thing
• Be Peacemakers, seeking a way through without conflict or force or 

trying to defuse it
• Be Merciful- be merciful to others because we know need mercy

• If we embrace what Jesus is asking us to do, then it’s easier to imagine 
how the other statements could also turn out to be true.  

• That if we hunger for what’s right, are honest and live with integrity, and 
we are merciful to others, 

• Then the meek, the poor in spirit, and those who mourn might indeed 
be blessed and lifted up.

• Before we end this morning, we must find ourselves back to Micah.
• And to our specific context this morning of preparing for our annual 

meeting after the service.  
• There’s a good chance that Micah influenced Jesus’s sermon on the 

mount

 New Interpreters’ Bible Commentary, Matthew, CDROM version11

 http://www.pulpitfiction.us/show-notes/203-epiphany-4a-jan-29-201712
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• The prophet Micah, after reaching a point of despair about what would 
please God, finally remembers what God has already told them

• Remembers what Jesus also knew and restated at the very beginning 
of his ministry

• So what does God want from us?
• God wants us to “do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly 

with our God.”
• Not unlike Jesus’ instructions to us in his first sermon
• Every time I hear it that verse from Micah, I feel a sense of deep awe
• Each statement folding into the next so elegantly
• Do justice.  Work for fairness and equality.

• Hunger and thirst for righteousness, be peacemakers.  
• And do it out of kindness.

• Kindness changes the whole way in which we work for justice.  
• It tempers it, softens it, makes sure we are not simply using people 

as means to an end, even if the end is a good one
• And then to love kindness while you walk humbly with God

• Humble knowing that just like the prophet Micah, we have not lived 
up to our end of the covenant

• Humble knowing that we too one day might find ourselves in hard 
circumstances that Jesus calls blessed.  

• Humble and grateful, because what God desires most is a walk 
together.

• After the service, we will start our annual meeting, and we will hear of 
the temporal aspects to our lives together

• The financial reports, the budget, the vestry and elections
• And they are important, but they are not THE important thing.  
• More on that to come! 

• But I also hope that as we continue this next year, we keep our eyes 
on the real goal

• That St. Michael’s is first and foremost a church who works for justice.
• Loves Kindness
• And leads our members into a humble walk with God.  

Amen.
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