What Do You Expect? #1

“Be Honest”
Micah 6:8

“Let’s Make A Deal” was a hit television game show when I was growing up. Host Monty Hall would walk through a live audience of people dressed up in all sorts of crazy costumes trying to get his attention, and he would randomly pick out a few to play the game. The contestant would be given some sort of prize, then would be asked if they would be willing to give up that prize in exchange for another, something they could not see. Sometimes the hidden prize was of greater value (occasionally much greater value) and sometimes it was worth much less.


People have been playing a version of “Let’s Make A Deal” for centuries, though they may not call it such. The ultimate goal is “what’s behind door number three,” but rather, “How can I get God to be pleased with me?” which all to often means, “How can I get God to do what I want?” And so we bargain. “God,” we pray, “if You’ll do this or that, then I promise that I’ll…” We usually offer to God that we will go to church every week or give money to the church or charitable organization, or perhaps that we will stop smoking, chewing, or going with girls who do these things.


I’ve got news for you this morning: God is not Monty Hall. He’s not interested in “Let’s Make A Deal.” That’s not His style.


How do I know this? Turn with me in your Bible to Micah. He’s in the Minor Prophets, right in between Jonah and Nahum. (I’m sure that helps out a lot!) As you are turning to the sixth chapter of Micah, allow me to provide some background.


Micah lived around 700 bc, which made him a contemporary of fellow prophets Isaiah, Hosea, and Amos. These were dark days for the people of Judah. Just twenty years before they watched as the Assyrian Empire demolished their brothers in the northern kingdom of Israel. You would think that such a catastrophe would be a wake-up call to the southern kingdom, but it fell on deaf ears. One author describes Micah’s era:

Callous greed and cruelty marked the ungodly conduct of men who should behave humanely. The people were so greedy for wealth that no step was too low for them if a bit of money was involved. A scornful, reckless type of irreligion was prevalent in Micah’s day. The people did not want any preaching done except the weak, insipid variety that would allow them to go on their way without embarrassment. It is a tragic hour when people will hear only the one who panders to their selfish, immoral nature.


If that is what they wanted, Micah proved to be a disappointment. He was not about to deliver “feel good” messages that soothed his audience with that they wanted to hear. No, Micah stood against his times in true prophetic fashion and spoke the truth.


Throughout much of his book, Micah is red-hot with righteous indignation. One of the hallmarks of ancient Judah was the taking advantage of the weak by the strong, and Micah (like the other prophets) condemned such heartless exploitation. But Micah went a step further. He saw that the people of his day had an utterly wrong idea of God—who He was and what He expected of them. This leads us to our text this morning, Micah’s most memorable message of what true religion is all about.
 It is a message sorely needed today as well.


Micah begins in the first two verses of chapter six, 

Listen to what the Lord says: “Stand up, plead your case before the mountains; let the hills hear what you have to say. Hear, O mountains, the Lord’s accusation; listen, you everlasting foundations of the earth. For the Lord has a case against his people; he is lodging a charge against Israel.”


Notice the language used here: “plead your case”, “the Lord’s accusation”, and “lodging a charge against Israel.” In some other translations the second phrase is rendered “indictment” (esv) or “lawsuit” (God’s Word translation). One commentator even calls this section “God’s Lawsuit.”
 This is Micah’s creative way of staging his message to the people as though they were in a court of law. God is the Complainant while the people of Judah are the defendants. The jury is represented by the mountains, timeless witnesses who have been there since creation.
 In verses 3-5, the Lord delivers the complaint against His people. He says, 

“My people, what have I done to you? How have I burdened you? Answer me. I brought you up out of Egypt and redeemed you from the land of slavery. I sent Moses to lead you, also Aaron and Miriam. My people, remember what Balak king of Moab counseled and what Balaam son of Beor answered. Remember your journey from Shittim to Gilgal, that you may know the righteous acts of the Lord.” 


Drawing from the history of His dealings with His people, God confronts them. Time after time He has dealt with them fairly—even better than they deserved—and now He demands to know how He has wronged them in any way. He redeemed them from Egyptian slavery; He gave them leaders who guided them through the wilderness with His help; and He brought them to their promised inheritance. On three occasions, Balak, king of Moab, commanded Balaam to curse Israel, but God turned the curse into blessing. The Israelites didn’t even know that this spiritual battle was going on; yet God protected His people! And the phrase “from Shittim unto Gilgal” (Micah 6:5) reminded the people of Israel’s crossing of the Jordan River and entering the Promised Land. The same God who opened and closed the Red Sea also opened and closed the Jordan River so His people might claim their inheritance. He repeatedly did for them what they couldn’t do for themselves, but yet they didn’t remember.
 Or at least they didn’t act as though they remembered!


Micah anticipates the response of the people in verses 6-7,

With what shall I come before the Lord and bow down before the exalted God? Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousand rivers of oil? Shall I offer my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul? 


They have no legitimate answer to the charge, so they are looking for a bargain. They want to play “Let’s Make A Deal” with the Almighty. They move from the burnt offering—the total consumption of the animal on the altar—to thousands of costly sacrifices, to the ultimate sacrifice of one’s own firstborn son. People think that, because God is holy, they have to give up what is most important to them. In fact, God has already given up what is most important to Him—His one and only Son.
 


As you read this, don’t you get the impression that they were trying to bargain with God and “buy Him off” as they kept raising the bid? But God doesn’t bargain with sinners, and none of the sacrifices they offered to bring could have cleansed them from their sins.
 Remember when King Saul tried to do the same thing after he flatly disobeyed the Lord’s command in the battle with the Amalekites? Samuel said in 1 Samuel 15:22, “Does the Lord delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as in obeying the voice of the Lord? To obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed is better than the fat of rams.” The Lord doesn’t expect us to barter for His favor, because His love isn’t for sale.


Now the people of Micah’s day are in a quandary. If God isn’t interested in our sacrifices, then what does He want? They ask, “What do you expect, God?” The answer comes in Micah 6:8, a verse that has been labeled, “the greatest saying of the Old Testament,”
 “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.” I like how J. B. Phillips renders this verse: “You know well enough, Man, what is good! For what does the Lord require from you, but to be just, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God?”
 The implication is, “You already know what is expected of you!” As The Encyclopedia of Biblical and Christian Ethics puts it,

What God expects is not a matter of empirical observation, followed by a general con​clusion or principle based on consensus, and then a question of what metaphysical base the behav​ioral pattern has, if any. In the New Testament it is instead a matter of revelation, given by God. It is simply inconceivable that life could be understood, or human behavior explained and evaluated, apart from the fact that God exists and has made His will known.


Micah’s answer is beautiful in its simplicity (not to mention it makes a great three point outline for a sermon!) “To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.” Rather than tackle all three in one sermon, though, I want to focus on each one of these per week for the next three Sundays under the headings

· Be Honest

· Be Humane

· Be Humble


Before we get into the specifics of what God expects of us, one matter must be made clear. Micah is not suggesting that by doing these three things—act justly, love mercy, and walk humbly—we are saved. It is impossible to fulfill the requirements of God’s law as an unregenerate person. Only the Spirit of God can enable us to this, and that happens only after we come through faith in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord.
 

Warren Wiersbe writes,

To make Micah 6:8 a salvation text is to misunderstand what the prophet was saying to God’s disobedient covenant people. None of us can do what God requires until first we come to God as broken sinners who need to be saved. Unsaved people who think they are doing justly, loving mercy, and walking humbly with God are only fooling themselves, no matter how moral their lives may be. “Not by works righteousness which we have done, but according to His mercy He saved us” (Titus 3:5).

Micah’s injunction applies to those who are already members of God’s family, not to those who hope to enter in by meeting these requirements. With that in mind, let’s consider the first of these statements.

The initial directive is, in Micah’s words, “to act justly.” Put even more simply, to act justly means to do what is right.
 Now that may sound simple, but our day and age has made it complicated. Obviously, we cannot do what is right if we don’t know what is right. Unfortunately, our culture is awash with information and opinions and philosophies and ideologies—all in the context of a postmodern worldview claims that absolute, unchanging truth does not exist.
 Therefore, right and wrong has become a matter of personal opinion and choice. What is moral or immoral to you does not apply to me, and vice versa. How dare you—or even God—tell me what I can or cannot do! This has become the current mindset of our society.

Even Christians can fall into this trap under a warped understanding of God’s grace. “God is a loving, forgiving God,” they say, “let’s not be judgmental about what others do.” While I do not argue that God is loving and forgiving, and while I do not advocate being judgmental, there is nothing about God’s grace that eliminates obedience, nor is there anything judgmental about calling sin “sin”! As Paul states so emphatically in Romans 6, we are not saved to go and sin more; we are saved to go and sin no more! As Christians we are called to obey God. Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote in his book, Ethics,
Obedience shows man that he must allow himself to be told what is good and what God requires of him; and liberty enables him to do good himself. Obedience knows what is good and does it, and freedom dares to act, and [leaves] to God the judgment of good and evil.


Being judgmental means that we criticize or condemn a person because of what they do. Jesus commanded in Matthew 7:1, “Do not judge, or you too will be judged.” We are to leave that to God. But condemning a practice as sinful is not being judgmental; that is standing for the truth of God and His Word. 


To “act justly,” then, means to do what is right. In our culture we often speak of “getting justice,” whereas the Bible speaks of “doing justice.” To do justice is to maintain what is right or to set things right.
 But I think it even goes a step further. It is to live a life of transparent honesty, what the Bible calls “beyond reproach.” In every social contact, we ought to be fair and honest.

In our remaining time this morning, allow me to demonstrate how this life of transparent honesty is to be lived.

Our Honesty Must Be Personal


First, our honesty must be personal. Notice how the beginning of Micah 6:8 is phrased: “He has showed you, O man, what is good.” The prophet does not say, “He has showed you, O Israel, what is good,” or even, “He has showed you, O human race, what is good.” He uses the singular word, “man,” and this makes the following words very personal.


Public speakers (including preachers) are taught to not use the words “I” and “me” too much in their presentations, as it may come across as self-promoting or proud. Often the plural words “we” and “us” are substituted, even though the speaker is clearly referring to himself or herself alone.


This substitution can also occur when a person comes under conviction as well. Rather than taking personal responsibility, the blame is placed on “us,” claiming that “we” have fallen short. At times this is commendable, as when Ezra, Nehemiah, and Daniel all included themselves as they confessed the sins of the nation (even though they may not have been personally involved in the immorality they were confessing). But we should not use this to excuse ourselves personally, as if saying, “Everybody’s doing it!”


Each one of us will one day stand before our Lord alone to answer for ourselves. Living a life of transparent honesty is something each of us must do ourselves.

Our Honesty Must Be Practical


Second, our honesty must be practical. Don’t just study it or talk about it, but do it!
 This past week I read in a book entitled, Bible and Ethics in the Christian Life,
In both the Old and the New Testaments doing is intimate​ly tied to being. Those with ethical concerns most often approach the Bible asking, “What shall I do?” The Bible resolutely tells us that what we do is dependent on who we are called to be. We are called to be the faithful community of the people of God. It is out of this identity that we are to decide and act. The ten​dency is to seek help in deciding on an ethical issue without re​sponding to the summons into relationship with God through the community of faith.

The Bible is clear that to know God’s will is to do it. These are not elements that can be separated from one another. The presupposition is relationship to God. “He has showed you, O man, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” (Micah 6:8). Here relationship to God is made in​separable with the doing of justice. When Jesus characterizes the great commandment as love of God and love of neighbor he is also implying this dual reality in the life of faith, that relation​ship to God is the corollary of service to the neighbor. “Be doers of the word, and not hearers only” (James 1:22). This should not send us off in a frenzy of mindless activity even in the best of causes. It should tell us that discerning God’s will and doing it are necessarily related.


As I mentioned earlier, according to Scripture justice is something we do, not something we get. Doing what’s right applies to all areas of life—our families, our jobs, our neighborhoods, our culture—not just for an hour or so on Sunday morning. Every part of our lives—in our finances, in our taxes, in our relationships, what we do when no one is looking—in all these areas we are called to do what is right.
 The Bible teaches that business is to be run with integrity. The Bible makes it clear that business is to be conducted honestly and is not to be used as a mechanism to exploit others, especially the vulnerable.
 (This was a specific problem Micah confronted in his day.)
Our Honesty Must Be Perpetual
Finally, our honesty must be perpetual, or consistent. Living a life of transparent honesty is not a part-time job. We cannot live with integrity in certain areas of life and not others. There is a word for people who are honest part of the time: dishonest. 

Our honesty is to be personal, practical, and perpetual. This is not an easy task; in fact it is impossible without the power of the indwelling Holy Spirit. If you do not know Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior, you cannot live this kind of life. Accept Him today.

For those who already have, I challenge you: Is your life marked by transparent honesty? Do you, in the words of Micah, “act justly” in every area of your life? I know that we all fall short of perfection, but is this even the intentional direction of our lives? Or do we need to recommit ourselves to acting justly at home, on the job, in the community, with our money, and at church?

Tuesday is Election Day, which for many will be greeted with a cynical cheer (“Thank God those campaign commercials will be gone!”) We may be tempted to think that all politicians are crooked and only out for themselves (especially if we believe what their opponents say in their campaign commercials!) I want to close this message, though, with an example from our own history—not that long ago—when the very text we are considering was put on a national platform.

Jimmy had learned a lot of Bible verses during his Sunday school years, and he put them to good use. They came to mind during times of crisis, times of opportunity, times of disappointment, and times of great challenge. Now, as he faced the biggest challenge of his life, two dear old verses forced their way to the forefront of his thoughts—2 Chronicles 7:14 and Micah 6:8. He and his wife discussed them, prayed over them, and he decided to use the latter one as his theme in an upcoming speech.
Well, it wasn’t just a speech. It was his inaugural address as the incoming 39th president of the United States. Standing on the bunting-draped, ornate platform on the east front of the Capitol, Jimmy Carter scanned the multitudes and wanted to draw his nation back to its spiritual roots.

In this outward and physical ceremony, we attest once again to the inner and spiritual strength of our Nation. As my high school teacher, Miss Julia Coleman, used to say, “We must adjust to changing times and still hold to unchanging principles.” Here before me is the Bible used in the inauguration of our first president, in 1789, and I have just taken the oath of office on the Bible my mother gave me a few years ago, opened to a timeless admonition from the ancient prophet Micah: “He hath shewed thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the Lord require of thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?”
Carter went on to articulate his goals and dreams for the nation, that Americans would learn to live together, work together, and pray together; then he ended his address as he had begun it: I hope that when my time as your president has ended, people might say this about our nation: that we remember the words of Micah.
 

Whether that could be said at the end of the Carter Administration can be debated, but I want to make the challenge personal. At the end of my life, would those who knew me be able to say that I not only remembered the words of Micah but put them into practice daily?
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