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He has told you, O mortal, what is good 
 
Micah 6:1-8 
Psalm 15 
I Corinthians 1:18-31 
Matthew 5:1-12 
 
Text: Micah 6:8 
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? 
 
Introduction 
The name T.S. Eliot is commonly known because of his poetry.  He wrote other things besides 
poetry and in a little book Eliot said, “And what is worst of all is to advocate Christianity, not 
because it is true, but because it might be beneficial.” 
 
Brad East is Assistant Professor of Theology at Abilene Christian University.  In an article titled 
The Church and the common good, East probed the question, “can we equate the church’s 
eternal mission with temporary politics?’ East writes, “when the church is made an instrument of 
ends other than its own, however good in themselves, the result is distortion: of the church’s 
faith, of its life, of its mission. The paradox being that when the church is least focused 
externally, in the sense of the immediate consequences of this or that public action, it most 
benefits the societies in which it sojourns. As C.S. Lewis once wrote, “the Christians [of the past] 
who did most for the present world were just those who thought most of the next.” 
 
“The temptation,” continued East, “is to make the church’s mission a function of whatever 
society values at the moment.”  I think that East is correct in his assessment of the temptation the 
church always faces.  I endeavour as a preacher not to let the world and its agenda set the agenda 
for preaching.  At the same time we may be hoping that the preacher will address this or that 
topic that is the currency of our present culture. The challenge I have with preaching a sermon on 
“what the Bible says about (fill in the blank with your current societal topic)” is that our 
questions are flawed.  I find in reading scripture that we are the ones being questioned.  Jesus 
rarely answered directly the question he was asked for this very reason.  The assumptions of the 
questions were problematic.  More often than not, Jesus answered a question with a question. We 
need our questions corrected. 
 
Take, for example, the topic of this article about the church’s eternal mission and temporary 
politics.  The message of the gospel that the church bears to the world is that we humans are 
sinners in need of a Saviour; the world’s chief problem isn’t correcting or tweaking governance 
models. This is not to say that gospel has nothing to say regarding the good that governance 
ought to promote, but the gospel is not chiefly a political strategy.  Or as in the text from the 
prophet Micah, “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?” 
 
1.  It is in the prophet Micah; it is in gospel we read today; it is in the Psalm.  All of these texts 
are addressed to God’s people and the question being answered is regarding how the Lord’s 
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people walk in company with Him in this world.  We are being instructed what question to ask.  
We may want God to fix this or that issue external to us; God insists on talking about how we his 
people, the people he has called to himself in faith, walk in company with him in this world.  The 
picture is that a king and his kingdom has drawn near and the reality of that world/kingdom is to 
be lived by his people here.  We, his people, are taught to pray, thy will be done on earth as it is 
in heaven. 
 
We read today what we call the Beatitudes—the opening of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.  I note 
with you that the text tells us that “after Jesus sat down his disciples came to him.  Then he 
began to speak.”  Yes, the sermon is for all to hear but is addressed to his disciples in a particular 
way.  Matthew has told us that Jesus went throughout Galilee preaching, “Repent, for the 
kingdom of heaven has come near.”  The kingdom is near because the king is near. Matthew 
wants us to understand the Sermon on the Mount as an instance of that message Jesus was 
preaching.  We are to understand the Beatitudes in this context.   
 
Remember that these are a people who live under Roman occupation.  They long for a change of 
political scenery.  Jesus says that, it to these people that the kingdom of God has drawn near and 
it is good news for them.  “Blessed are those who”, or “good fortune for those who,” Jesus 
exudes.  It is a message of good news for God’s people who find themselves in these identifiable 
situations; those chastened by the humiliation of exile and living as a subject people; those 
longing for God to put things finally to rights; peacemakers; those seeking to be pure in heart; 
those ready to suffer for being identified with God. In blessing these things Jesus encourages 
them to keep walking in company with God; the rest of the sermon gives a picture of what that 
looks like.  
 
The prophet Micah’s ministry unfolds during the reign of Hezekiah in Jerusalem. (c 700 B.C.)  
Some of you will know Lord Byron’s poem "The Destruction of Sennacherib".  Hezekiah was 
king when Sennacherib laid siege to Jerusalem which you can read about in 2 Kings 18 -19; 
Micah was a contemporary of the prophet Isaiah.  The message to the Lord’s people was a call to 
repentance, to return to walk in company with God in the things God had shown them to do. The 
people ask, “With what shall I come before the Lord?”  The answer—do justice, love kindness, 
and walk humbly with your God. 
 
Psalm 15 begins with a question—“O Lord, who may abide in your tent? Who may dwell on 
your holy hill?” The tent referred to was the tent of meeting where God’s people worshipped 
prior to the building of the temple in Jerusalem.  The holy hill is a reference to the mount in 
which the temple was built.  These are both euphemisms to speak of worship; what is to 
characterize the people who worship God, the God who rescued his people from slavery in 
Egypt? 
 
Let us review the answer and as we do I suggest to you that the social goods enumerated in this 
Psalm are an application of the command to love the neighbour as yourself. Listen again to the 
answer the Psalmist gives to the question raised: “Those who walk blamelessly, and do what is 
right, and speak the truth from their heart; who do not slander with their tongue, and do no evil to 
their friends,  nor take up a reproach against their neighbours; in whose eyes the wicked are 
despised, but who honour those who fear the Lord; who stand by their oath even to their hurt; 
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who do not lend money at interest, and do not take a bribe against the innocent.”  Would you not 
agree that such behaviour is good for any society?  Could you not further agree that the pattern of 
life enjoined would be good for guiding a society’s system of governance? 
 
The point I invite you to take with you and reflect upon is, that the question for the believer:  a 
question implied and stated in these scripture readings; the question is, how do we walk in 
company in this world with the God who has called us to faith in Him through Jesus Christ?  The 
picture is of two worlds or realms overlapping and we have a foot planted in both.  But our 
weight is not evenly distributed—we lean to that other world, our Lord’s kingdom of love and 
light and live the reality of that kingdom here.   
 
We may want our Lord to fix something in our world—our Lord keeps on answering with the 
call to his people to walk in company with him in this world in the manner he has shown us.  
God is moving all things to that day of final consummation—the answer our Lord gives us is to 
trust him and be his people now in this world even as we anticipate that one that is to come.  
“Love one another as I have loved you,” said Jesus. 
 
2.  “Who may dwell on your holy hill?” the Psalmist prays. “Those who walk blamelessly,” 
comes the answer.  I won’t speak for you but when I read that text I think, “well, I am not 
making it to the holy hill.” At least, not given my record with regard to blamelessness.  The 
problem with reading the text this way is that I have read into it a system of merit.  If I measure 
up then God will permit me to dwell with him. 
 
The context for this Psalm is that it is a prayer of the Lord’s people.  The story of Israel begins 
with God’s grace.  The giving of the Ten Commandments begins this way; “I am the Lord your 
God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.”  The word is not—if 
you keep these commands I will get you out of slavery.  God rescued them and the commands 
show them how to walk in company with the God who has rescued them.   
 
The word used in Hebrew for ‘abide’ or ‘dwell’ in the opening question of this Psalm—O Lord, 
who may abide in your tent? Who may dwell on your holy hill? —is the word from which the 
shekinah of the Lord is derived, the awesome glory of the Lord.  It is the word to which the 
prologue of John’s gospel refers: ‘the Word became flesh and lived (dwelt) among us, and we 
have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.” (John 1:14) The 
whole Psalm is about dwelling with the Lord and cannot but call to mind the words of Jesus: 
“Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit.” (John 15:5) 
 
The gospel tells us that God does for us in Jesus Christ what we could never do for ourselves.  
We cannot rescue ourselves from our sin.  The human was created to be God’s covenant partner 
and we have all turned away from that purpose.  If there is to be a human covenant partner God 
will have to do it himself and so comes to us in Jesus who fulfills this for us.  When Jesus said, ‘I 
am the way,’ he is speaking in large part of this covenant keeping that he is doing for us.  He is 
indeed the blameless one who rightfully dwells in God’s holy hill.  Jesus said, “just as I have 
kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love.”   
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When I reread the trials of Jesus it is clear that his opponents looked for any scrap of evidence 
that Jesus in some way violated some part of the law of God.  It reminds me of prosecutors in 
some of our world’s court systems who throw all manner of charges at the accused hoping for 
something to stick.  The rabid hatred of Jesus would surely have turned up something to stick to 
Jesus—if he had been part of some injustice or told some lie or had slandered someone or taken a 
bribe I think it would have surfaced. But no.  As the centurion witnessed, “Certainly this man 
was innocent.” (Luke 23:47) 
 
And according to the gospel those who cling to him in faith are included in his innocence.  When 
God sees the Son with whom he is ever pleased he sees all those whom our Lord welcomes in 
company with him.  This is all of the grace of God. 
 
3.  We have observed in this message a pattern in these scriptures of God calling his people to 
walk in company with him.  We have further reflected upon God’s gracious gift of the Son given 
for us making the way we could never make for ourselves.  And a last point I invite you to 
consider is that our obedience to Jesus Christ is the response of the believer to our Lord’s saving 
gift of love for us. 
 
Whenever I read this question from the prophet Micah—has he not told you, O mortal, what is 
good?—I am reminded of another question we sing in the hymn “How Firm A Foundation.”  
What more can He say than to you He hath said, To you who for refuge to Jesus have fled?  Is 
the will of God for our lives really that big a mystery?  Do we lack information?  Admittedly 
some things take reflection—the subject of bioethics, for example, that surfaces today because of 
modern advances in medical possibilities needs fresh reflection. But many things are 
straightforward in the call to do what is right.  Don’t slander the neighbour, keep your promises, 
don’t take a bribe against the innocent—these admonitions are timeless and show us how to keep 
company with our Lord. 
 
The wonder is that God is taking all these things we offer him in response to his love for us and 
is weaving them into that tapestry of good for us and our world and in the fullness of time 
perfects them for the kingdom of love and light to which there is no end—of that time when 
heaven and earth will again be one. 
 
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? 
 
 
 
 
 


