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We are going to get to our second reading in a bit, but our message, this morning, is something 

of a puzzle put together by exploring the fundamental question of how our two Scriptures for 

today, written some 700-800 years apart, come together to inform the faith and life of the 21st 

century Christian.  It started with The Revised Common Lectionary.  As some of you know 

(others perhaps not) the lectionary is a 3-year cycle of suggested readings for worship that carry 

the church through the calendar of the church year.  Sometimes I use those recommendations and 

sometimes I don’t.  It really depends on whether or not there is another topic or theme that is 

already driving our reflections for the week, or if I turn to the lectionary to see what inspiration 

might be there.  This was one of those weeks that I did turn to those suggested readings. 

 

The thing about the lectionary, however, is that the connection between the passages is 

sometimes very clear, and other times it’s not.  While there are exceptions, the general pattern is 

that there is an Old Testament reading, a Psalm, a Gospel reading, and another reading from the 

New Testament.  There are times when the pattern, theme, or connection between those readings 

is abundantly clear.  There are other times, however, when it’s far less than obvious – and 

sometimes I find myself drawn into the question of how they come together.  That was the case, 

this week, for our readings from Micah and Matthew.  So, in an effort to bring you along for this 

little journey, before we get to those beatitudes, I want to spend a couple of minutes on this 

passage from Micah. 

 

The core of what Micah is driving at, here, revolves around the practice of sacrifice, but I think 

it’s important that we understand what sacrifice meant to the Jewish faith.  When we talk about 

sacrifice, today, we talk about sacrificing for our kids, or our jobs – our finances or our 

retirement.  In many ways, today, ‘sacrifice’ has really just become a synonym for priorities.  It’s 

another way of saying that we are going to treat one thing as more important than another that we 

might wish we could do, have, be, etc.  In ancient Israel, however, sacrifice had an entirely 

different role and purpose in their lives. 

 

The sacrificial practices of ancient Israel find their roots in the Jewish Law.  In Leviticus 23, for 

example, it reads as follows… 

17 You shall bring from your settlements two loaves of bread as an elevation offering, each 

made of two-tenths of an ephah; they shall be of choice flour, baked with leaven, as first 
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fruits to the Lord. 18 You shall present with the bread seven lambs a year old without 

blemish, one bull of the herd, and two rams; they shall be a burnt offering to the Lord, along 

with their grain offering and their drink offerings, an offering by fire of pleasing odor to the 

Lord. 19 You shall also offer one male goat for a purification offering and two lambs a year 

old as a sacrifice of well-being.  (Leviticus 23: 17-19) 

 

We could keep going with the structure of sacrifice that’s articulated in the Law, and there are a 

litany of examples of those sacrifices taking place throughout the Old Testament, but the key is 

to understand how central this notion of sacrifice was to the ancient practice of Judaism.  

Contrary to our contemporary usage of the word, the Jewish faith held true sacrifice, the offering 

of goods and animals at the altar of God, as an essential step in how they obtained the blessings 

and gifts of God in their lives.  Offering ritual sacrifice was a pivotal act in their pursuit of 

faithfulness, and that understanding of the importance of sacrifice is the heart of the issue that is 

raised by Micah here. 

 

I think many of us know that final line quite well.  He has told you, O mortal, 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)  As is so often the case, however, context is key here.  Micah is 

writing at a time of what we refer to as the Divided Kingdoms of Israel.  After the reigns of those 

great kings of Israel, like David and Solomon, there was a revolt, primarily over the taxation that 

had occurred during Solomon’s reign, that led to a split among the people of Israel.  To the south 

you had the kingdom of Judah, which included Jerusalem and was ruled by Solomon’s son, 

Rehoboam.  To the north you had the much larger kingdom of Israel. 

 

The reason this matters, however, is that Micah was from that southern kingdom of Judah, and at 

the time of his prophecy, Micah was watching the northern kingdom fall to the Assyrian empire 

and was keenly aware of the peril that his own kingdom of Judah faced in that same threat.  The 

key for Micah, however, was his understanding as to why.  Micah’s argument, in his prophecy, is 

that the kingdom of Judah is facing this threat as a direct result of their failure to properly live 

out their faith.  The privileged leaders and rulers of the people were offering their sacrifices and 

fulfilling those ritualistic practices, but they weren’t actually following up those rituals of faith 

with a life that reflected compassion and care for those in need.  Unlike Isaiah and others who 

were part of the aristocratic class, Micah was a working man’s prophet who saw hypocrisy 

between the faith professed in sacrifice and the faith lived each day, and Micah’s view was that 

the threat they faced in the growing Assyrian empire was God’s punishment for that 

faithlessness.  Most importantly, Micah was convinced that flipping that script from sacrifice to 

service was the only hope the kingdom had.   

 

He has told you, O mortal, 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)  Living up to that 

imperative, in Micah’s eyes, was the sole path to the salvation of his people. 

 

Now, let’s take that lens to the words of Jesus in Matthew 5.  We come across these familiar 

phrases early in the ministry of Jesus.  The word is spreading… people are coming… people are 

bringing others to be healed… and in Matthew 5 we begin the Sermon on the Mount, which 

opens with those words we call the Beatitudes.  This is Matthew 5: 1-12. 
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When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain, and after he sat down, his disciples 

came to him. 2 And he began to speak and taught them, saying:  3 “Blessed are the poor in 

spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  4 “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be 

comforted.  5 “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.  6 “Blessed are those 

who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.  7 “Blessed are the merciful, 

for they will receive mercy.  8 “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.  9 

“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.  10 “Blessed are those 

who are persecuted for the sake of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  11 

“Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against 

you falsely on my account. 12 Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in 

the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.  (Mathew 5: 1-12) 

 

It's a passage many of us know well.  Some of you probably memorized those phrases as 

children, and their poetic rhythm flows from the very soul of our faith.  There’s a question that 

emerges, however, in regard to the intent of these words.  Without getting too much into the 

weeds of it all, we have to consider whether we see these words as an imperative (a command) or 

an indicative (a statement).  How we see these words in regard to that question – how we read 

them – is essential to what we take from them! 

 

Consider the phrases that tend to emerge from the Beaittudes.  Poor in spirit… Those who 

mourn… The meek… Those who hunger and thirst for righteousness… The merciful… The pure 

in heart… The peacemakers.  Consider those phrases, and then consider the difference that 

emerges in how we read them.  If we read these things as an imperative, they become a 

command of what we are supposed to be.  If we read them as an imperative, they are dictate for 

our lives of faith.  If we read them as an indicative, on the other hand, they instead become a 

reflection of what already is – a statement of our reality of faith – and that is the tone in which 

these words were spoken by Jesus. 

 

It's worth considering from time to time, I think, the question of how we might live up to the 

notion of being pure of heart, being peacemakers, being merciful, and so forth.  But, it’s also 

important to note that that was not Jesus’ message here.  Jesus’ words in the Beatitudes were 

offered entirely in the indicative – they were all about what was.  Jesus’ message in the 

Beatitudes was all about the promise.  Jesus’ point is that we’re already there.  Meek, mourning, 

hungering and thirsting for righteousness… whatever it may be, we’re already in those places – 

probably a number of them.  Jesus’ point was not that we are supposed to be working towards 

those things, but that as we find ourselves in those places, we know the blessing that is the love 

of God.  And it's there, in that consideration of these words of Jesus as an indicative of what 

already is that I find the answer to that question of how these two passages, written some 700-

800 years apart, come together to inform the faith and life of the 21st century Christian.  

 

I think there is a common theme that initially connects these passages in an underlying concern 

for the less fortunate among us.  In Micah we have his concern for serving the needs of others 

(do justice, love mercy…) and in Matthew we have Jesus’ promise of a blessing to the meek, the 

mourning, the poor in spirit, and so on.  I think there’s a thematic connection in that sense that 

may or may not be what drove those who created the lectionary to pair them in the first place.  

What I found compelling, however, was what I suggest is the pairing of the indicative of Jesus in 
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Matthew with the imperative that is those words of Micah 6.  If Jesus is speaking in the 

indicative, here, there is no intent to call us to be meek, to be pure in heart, or to be peacemakers.  

If Micah is an imperative, however, I suggest that he raises a question from the other side of 

those Beatitudes – he raises the question of what will be the pathway of those blessings from 

God to the blessed of this world! 

 

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted…7 “Blessed are the merciful, for they 

will receive mercy.  8 “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.”  I think it’s fair to 

say that Jesus is not telling us to mourn, but maybe Micah is telling us to be comforters.  I don’t 

think Jesus is telling us to be merciful, but I think Micah is telling us to be the ones where others 

find that mercy.  Jesus isn’t commanding us to be pure in heart, but perhaps Micah is challenging 

us to be the place where people see God. 

 

As I asked myself how these passages come together, it really ended up being a long way around 

to a simple end.  Jesus’ message is clear – as God’s children we are blessed, no matter the 

circumstances.  We get to put ourselves in those places delineated in the Beatitudes and we get to 

know that, when we find ourselves there, we receive the blessed love of God made real in our 

lives.  Where Jesus speaks in the indicative, however, it’s Micah’s imperative that adds a critical 

question to the mix.  There is no doubt that we are those who are and will be blessed no matter 

the circumstance of life.  Micah challenges us to consider from time to time, however, where… 

and when… and how… we are going to be that blessing for others! 

 

Jesus’ point is to say that we are blessed by the love of God in all times and all things.  Micah’s 

imperative is that in many times, and many things, the pathway of that love of God blessing the 

lives of others, needs to be us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


