
Epiphany 4 Year A 2023 

‘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 

Probably the best remembered verse from the book of 

the prophet Micah – and for many, I suspect, the only 

verse remembered. Micah sees quite clearly (if you read 

all of his short book) that the way in which people 

behave towards each other and the way in which they 

worship God – he sees that these two things are 

inseparable. He is, as it were, clearing the ground for 

the revolutionary teaching which we call ‘Gospel’. Micah 

is one of four prophets writing in the 8th century BC – 

(here comes the historian within me). The other three 

are Amos, 1st Isaiah and Hosea. Theirs are the earliest 

writings we have in our religious history – and indeed 

the earliest writing on any of the world religions. It was 

a time of great upheaval. There was, as Harold 

MacMillan called it ‘a wind of change’ blowing across the 

Middle East and Europe. The Celts were being pushed 

out of their homelands and many were moving to the 

place we now call Cornwall, bringing with them all sorts 

of metal working skills. The collective we call Homer 

was founding a great Greek tradition in literature. The 

lake dwellers of Lake Constance were building a 

cultured civilisation. The two tiny kingdoms of Israel 

and Judah were relatively affluent, but surrounded by 

quarrelsome neighbours and crushed between empires 

seeking ‘world’ domination. Assyria was on the 

ascendency and her power was seen by the prophets as 

an instrument of diviner anger. In Israel and Judah 

these four men spoke in the name of the living God. 

They warned God’s people of the consequences of 

disobeying God’s commands. 

In today’s reading from Micah, the people are in the 

dock in a court of law. The prophet speaks – Hear what 



the lord says . . . He (God) demands that the people 

defend their behaviour, he calls the natural order to be 

judges, he lists the benefits which he has given them – 

I brought you up from the land of Egypt; what have I 

done to you? And the defendants (the people), instead 

of answering the questions, try to offer bribes to be 

let off the hook of their own making. ‘With what shall I 

come before the Lord? Israel asks. And then they 

suggest what could be offered, sacrifices, oil, even the 

first born child, to placate an angry God. Is God 

interested in cattle, oil or even human sacrifice? No, no, 

no. 

What God wants is justice, kindness, humility. 

Seven hundred years later, someone else is saying the 

same thing. It needs to be said, because the people 

have not learnt. Jesus is talking to his disciples, not the 

crowd, although some of them might have heard. 

Blessed are the poor, those who mourn, the meek. He is 

not telling us that it is good to be poor, either 

financially or spiritually – nor that it is good to mourn, 

or that others put you down – he is saying that, when 

God’s kingdom comes, these are the people who will be 

comforted. filled, who will rejoice – there is no blessing 

in being poor, but as slaves in the British West Indies 

knew, there would come a time when they would be 

blessed – and free, when the chariot would arrive to 

carry them home, when they would cross the Jordan to 

Paradise – in spite of their self-congratulatory 

Christian masters who told themselves they had the 

God given right to enslave others. 

I am writing this on Holocaust Remembrance Day – when 

we remember not only the millions who died in the Nazi 

death camps during WW2, but also all those who have 

died since because of extreme ideology, which sees ‘us’ 

as being right and everyone else ‘them’, as being wrong. 

After two thousand years of Christian teaching, and 



the good teaching of other world religions, we still go 

through holocausts all the time – think of the ryhinga 

people of Burma. Why is it that some people still refuse 

to live with others who don’t hold their view or worship 

God in the same way, those who are ‘them’ and not ‘us’? 

As in the time of Micah, mass migrations are happening 

because of religious, political and social pressures – and 

as he tells us - ‘What does the Lord require of you but 

to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly 

with your God?’, and we could also add, and walk humbly 

yet joyfully upon Mother Earth, caring for all that has 

been so generously given to us. 


