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A Call For Justice

Micah 6:1-8

INT:  When I was a kid .. and I would have nothing better to do, I would go over to the Burlington railroad tracks and look for discarded pop bottles. Most of the time, I could find 6 or 7 of them.  When I did, I’d take my treasures to Louie’s delicatessen where I collected a bounty of 2 cents per bottle … giving me just enough money for a 12 ounce Coke or if I had 15 cents, I could get a 16 ounce RC.  Louie had a spot near the front window where he kept the comic books.  If you bought a pop, you were allowed to sit down and read a comic, while you drank your soda.  I don’t know if any of you were into comics … but if you were, then you probably remember the JUSTICE LEAGUE of super heroes.  Can anyone name them? …… They included my favorites: Superman, Batman, and Flash .. as well as Wonder Woman, Green Lantern, Aquaman, and Martian Manhunter.  Today, I want to talk you about the concept of JUSTICE …. not as a comic book concept or from the standpoint of our culture, but from God’s perspective.   To help us better understand God’s perspective, I’ve chosen a passage from Micah 6:1-8.  
Background Info:  Micah was a prophet who prophesied to both the northern kingdom of Israel and the southern kingdom of Judah. Micah 1:1 reveals he was from the town of Moresheth, located 25 miles south of Jerusalem and that he lived during the reigns of Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah—which occurred between 750 and 686 BC.  It was turbulent time for both nations because Assyria had become the new, super power in the region. By 740 BC, both Israel and Judah were vassal nations paying tributes to the king of Assyria.  Some 20 years later, both nations would rebel against the Assyrians.  The Assyrians would responded by invading these countries.  While they completely destroyed the northern kingdom of Israel, they were never able to conquer Judah or Jerusalem. That would come a century later, when Judah fell to the Babylonians.  The Bible tells us that while these historical might look like political intrigue, war, and conquest, it was actually the hand of God at work. Micah, like other Old Testament prophets pointed out how injustice had come to characterize God’s people.  Instead of being a light unto the nations living righteous lives and pointing the way to the living God, the rich abused their status and power, devising ways to cheat the poor out of their land, (2:1-5) … evicting people from their homes and stealing their possessions, (2:6-11).  To make matters worse, Micah says that the rulers, whom God expected to uphold justice, were instead, doing just the opposite, (3:1-4), advancing their own position as well. 
TEXT: In Micah 6, the prophet calls the unfaithful nations of Israel and Judah into the courtroom of justice and presses the Lord’s case against them. 1 Listen to what the LORD says: "Stand up, plead your case before the mountains; let the hills hear what you have to say. 2 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.  The charge is not stated explicitly, but rather is implied by what he says next.  The implied charge is that the people of God have grown tried of following God and gone their own way. To this, God asks WHY? 3 "My people, what have I done to you? How have I burdened you? Answer me. God then asks them to consider the historical evidence, saying that when they were in slavery, God gave them freedom.  4 I brought you up out of Egypt and redeemed you from the land of slavery. God continues to his case saying that when they were without leaders, God gave them leaders. I sent Moses to lead you, also Aaron and Miriam. God even says that when their very existence was threatened, it was He Who protected them. 5 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."  As we read on, it becomes the defendants’ turn. They do not dispute the crime, but ask what must be done to make things right. 6 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? 7 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?  Through Micah, God answers their question. 8 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. Micah 6:1-8 
Imagine, with me, that God is talking to us today as he talked to those people through Micah. Imagine that God is calling you and me to account for our faithfulness and obedience to Him … or lack thereof.  Imagine God is challenging us by suggesting that we may have the right religious behavior down, but are we changed, transformed, living lives that reflect God’s desire for us?  When God spoke through Micah He was saying that no matter how much temple and religious activity they engaged in, it could not fill the vacuum of justice. It was as though all their religious activity was making a mockery of their faith because it was devoid of the kind of life God wanted them to live. IL: If God were to address us in this way He might say, It doesn’t matter that you come to church every Sunday, if on Monday through Friday you are cheating on your spouse and stealing from your employer.”  IL: OR God might say to us, “What difference does it make if you come to me daily through prayer and reading the Word, when the only one you show love and mercy to is yourself.  You are more than willing to ask for My forgiveness and accept it … but then, you are unwilling to forgive others for the injuries they have caused you or the debt they owe you.”   IL: God might even say, “You walk in your own sense of what is right and wrong … instead of walking humbly with me .. accepting what I define as right and wrong, living in MY eternal, kingdom realities.”  
BIG IDEA:  God calls us, in our FAITH, to act JUSTLY toward others.  But let us be clear about this, it is not us but God who defines RIGHT and JUST.
JUSTICE:  In English, the words RIGHTEOUS and JUSTICE are different words. But in both the Hebrew Old Testament and the Greek New Testament, there is only one word group used for these two words.  By this, we can conclude that RIGHTEOUSNESS and JUSTICE are one in the same attribute of the living God.  That is, God’s righteousness always acts in accordance with what is RIGHT and therefore what is JUST  This is why Moses wrote in Dt 32:4, 4 He is the Rock, his works are perfect, and all his ways are just. A faithful God who does no wrong, upright and just is he. In God’s eyes, acting rightly also means acting justly.  GOSPEL: At this point, I am concerned that no think you can be righteous by your own efforts.  The Bible is crystal clear about that.  No one is righteous, except that the righteousness of Christ cover him or her. 22 Namely, the righteousness of God which comes by believing with personal trust and confident reliance on Jesus Christ (the Messiah). [And it is meant] for all who believe. For there is no distinction, 23 Since all have sinned and are falling short of the honor and glory which God bestows and receives. 24 [All] are justified and made upright and in right standing with God, freely and gratuitously by His grace (His unmerited favor and mercy), through the redemption which is [provided] in Christ Jesus … Rom3:22-24 (AMP). So our righteousness (as in right standing before God) comes from accepting the gift of God’s forgiveness through the sacrifice of Jesus upon the cross. It is only after we have had the change of heart that comes from repenting of the old life and receiving God’s forgiveness that we begin to live a new life, lived no longer on our terms but on God’s terms.  What matters to God, becomes what matters to us.  What God defines as right and wrong, we accept as right and wrong. And while living this new life would be impossible in our own power and strength, God makes it possible for us by giving us the Holy Spirit. It is He Who helps us be transformed into new persons. But while our heart toward God is changed all at once in this, our life is not. We must undergo a process, whereby our knowledge of God and of what God expects of us grows more and more … and thereby the life we live, grows more and more into the life God wants and intends for us. Never think that you can be righteous without CHRIST or that you can life righteously, acting justly toward others, without the HOLY SPIRIT.  This is possible only with the help of God!
JUSTICE cont: Justice has 2 major components to it. First, justice is the standard by which penalties are assigned for breaking obligations of the society.  Second, justice is the standard by which advantages and benefits are handled out in society. When it comes to the kingdom of God, we normally think of justice as the first point, focusing on God’s wrath against evil and evil doers. But God’s Word tells us that justice for God is also about distributing the advantages and benefits of His kingdom.  In some human societies, advantages and benefits are distributed by birth and nobility - as in the case of monarchies.  In other societies, they are distributed by might and power - as in the case of dictatorships.  In still other human societies, advantages and benefits are distributed by abilities and merit - such as in a democracy.  God tells us that in His kingdom He distributes advantages and benefits according to NEED. For God, this makes justice very close to His love and grace. And it is why God requires justice for the orphan, widow, and the stranger.  18 He defends the cause of the fatherless and the widow, and loves the alien, giving him food and clothing. Dt 10:18   The Lord wants us to do right by every person .. especially the under-resourced, the unlovely, the imprisoned, the unprotected, and those who seem to be outside of the mainstream of society and are easily overlooked and cast aside.  God wants us to love them and help them so that they also might know about God’s love for them and experience God’s blessings as well.  
IL: Gary Haugen of International Justice Mission, head of a Christian international human rights agency asks the question, “With all the hardship and suffering in the world, how will those people who endure such things ever believe that God is good and that His plan for the world is good?”  He contends that we are God’s plan, God’s ONLY PLAN to reveal to the world God’s passionate love for them.  God expects that we will share the Gospel, reconciling people to God and thereby bringing hope to those who feel hopeless. 20 So we are Christ’s ambassadors, God making His appeal as it were through us. We [as Christ’s personal representatives] beg you for His sake to lay hold of the divine favor [now offered you] and be reconciled to God. 2 Cor 5:20 (AMP)  God expects that we will be SALT and LIGHT, not just speaking about the Gospel and the kingdom of God, but living out the Gospel and kingdom initiatives by ACTING JUSTLY toward others. 16 Let your light so shine before men that they may see your moral excellence and your praiseworthy, noble, and good deeds and recognize and honor and praise and glorify your Father Who is in heaven. Mat 5:16 (AMP) And, God expects us to live out those kingdom initiatives, by sharing our resources to ease the suffering of people so that they will that God and His kingdom are good.  17 Learn to do right! Seek justice, relieve the oppressed, and correct the oppressor. Defend the fatherless, plead for the widow. Is 1:17 (AMP)  The day is coming when this world will be stripped away from our reality and we will be living on the other side. There, justice and righteousness will prevail.  For now, while we live in this world, God calls us to be part of His strategic game plan to redeem this world and to reveal Him by ACTING JUSTLY toward all people. This is not optional for everyone who calls Jesus Lord. We are to not to look the other way or pretend inequities and injustice do not exist, just because they don’t touch us personally.  Instead, we are to take an active role in coming along side and loving the overlooked, the unlovely, the unprotected, the imprisoned, and the under-resourced … so that they, too, will know that God is good .. that His plan for them is good .. that God cares and loves them. 

APPL:  As we look to carry this out in our lives and as a church, I want to offer a few, important practical pieces of advice.  First of all, you and I and our church should not be afraid to take on something so large and overwhelming that we fear our efforts will amount to little or nothing. Often, when we stand against the darkness, the fight is not only difficult and overwhelming but it feels as though we will never make any head way at all.  IL: I remember when our church decided to come along side of Julius and Mary Lawal and help them establish the children’s home, ROTOLU, in Nigeria. It took over 3 years for them just to get the license to operate.  Nigeria, although 50% Christian and 50% Muslim, is notorious for actively frustrating and discouraging Christianity within its broders.  What made matters worse was that we had some leaders in our church, at that time, began to think that we ought to forgo our commitment and give the money we were holding for Rotolu away to other, existing organizations. Thank God we didn’t.  Today, Rotolu is thriving. Children, who would never get an education because they are orphans or their parents are too poor to even care for them, are not only getting an education .. but a Christian education, as well .. along with 3 meals a day and health care. By this, they are learning that they matter to the living God.  Partnering with Rotolu has allowed us to help Julius and Mary make kingdom inroads in Nigeria, one child at a time. This is how we tackle insurmountable injustices .. one person at a time!  Second, while our benevolence budget (of which we have given between 12 and 18% for over a decade) active works to spread the message of God’s love by partnering with others to meet the needs of people  … it is only money. God calls us to be actively engaged ourselves.  God doesn’t say ---- give money to right wrongs. God says, ACT JUSTLY.   You and I need to engage .. We need to get out of comfort zone and out of our insulated cocoons and engage … coming along side of people -  helping them … working with them … getting to know them as people and loving them right here in this local area.  IL: That’s what we did in Lawndale.  It wasn’t just about rehabbing residences to make sure that two older families could have what they needed. It  was about loving on them with God’s love … getting to know them as dear, sweet, people --- who are just like you and me … and who in God’s eyes are just as beloved to God as you and me. It’s about bringing hope and love to them.  But let me say this … YOU AND I WILL NEVER BE ABLE TO ACT JUSTLY if we remain cloistered from the under-resourced and from those God wants us to help distribute His blessings to. And YOU AND I WILL NEVER BE ABLE TO ACT JUSTLY UNLESS WE ARE WILLING TO MAKE SACRIFICES.  You see, we are the privileged … we are the COMMUNO SANCTORUM, the communion of saints, the people of God … and we are called to make sacrifices on their behalf.   The rewards for this are great … but they are not material … they are spiritual. While, for some of you this may seem hard, I tell you it will not be burden.  You will discover JOY you never knew. You will discover KINGDOM RELATIONSHIPS you never imagined.  You will discover the POWER OF GOD, filling you more and more because of your willingness to answer God’s call.  You will GROW SPIRITUALLY beyond anything you have experienced to this point in your life. And you will know even greater BLESSINGS of GOD than you have already known.   

CCL: God calls us to administer His sense of justice to the overlooked, the unlovely, the unprotected, the imprisoned, and the under-resourced … so that they, too, will know that God is good .. that His plan for them is good .. that God cares for them and loves them. My friends, your leaders are intent in doing this as Church Body, as we continue into pursue Vision 2010 … and as we look toward developing partnerships to reach out to the under-resourced in our immediate area. I pray that God will move your heart to not merely stand by and watch but to engage. This fall will begin a study called GRACISM that will help us to better understand how we can live lives filled with greater grace for others.  I close with a Franciscan blessing that is my prayer for us.  
“May God bless us with discomfort at easy answers, half-truths, and superficial relationships, so that we may live deep within our hearts.  May God bless us with anger at injustice, oppression, and exploitation of people, so that we may work for justice, freedom and peace.  May God bless us with tears to shed for those who suffer from pain, rejection, starvation and war, so that we may reach out our hands to comfort them and turn their pain into joy.  And may God bless us with enough foolishness to believe that we can make a difference in this world, so that we can do what others claim cannot be done.”
CHRIS’ Song – “He Ain’t Heavy, He’s My Brother”

ELDER – GOSPEL CHOICE
