











Introduction: The Prophet of Justice, Peace, and Humility


Why Micah Mattered to the Friends

When Edward Burrough wanted to prove that the paid clergy of seventeenth-century England were not the ministers of Christ, he did not reach first for a clever argument. He reached for Micah. Setting the false prophets of Scripture beside the priests of his own day, Burrough wrote:


“They were false Prophets and Deceivers in the dayes of the true Prophets… that Preached for Hire, and Divined for Money, Mic. 3. 11. The Priests that Taught for Hire, and the Prophets that Divined for Money; against such as these Isaiah and Micah cryed, and that by the Spirit of the Lord, being commanded of him so to do. Now whosoever… that have a Quarter, from whence they seek their Gain for Preaching, and Teach for Hire, and have Hire for Teaching… such, whatsoever they be, without respect of their Names or Professions, walk by the same spirit, and in the same way, and do the same things as the false Prophets did, and are false Prophets and Deceivers.” — Edward Burrough, The Memorable Works of a Son of Thunder and Consolation (1672), chunk 1199



This is the cornerstone of everything that follows. Of all the Hebrew prophets, Micah of Moresheth may be the one whose voice most directly anticipates the distinctive testimonies of the Religious Society of Friends. In seven compact, blazing chapters, this eighth-century prophet from the Judean hill country delivers a message that reads like a summary of Quaker conviction: he condemns wealthy oppressors who steal land from the poor (2:1–2), denounces prophets who preach for hire and priests who teach for money (3:11), proclaims a coming age when swords shall be beaten into plowshares and nations shall learn war no more (4:3), and distills the whole of God’s requirement into three luminous imperatives:


“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?” — Micah 6:8



The early Friends heard in Micah a prophet who had been there before them. Like them, he stood against the religious establishment of his day. Like them, he spoke for the poor against the powerful. Like them, he insisted that God desires not outward sacrifice but inward transformation. And like them, he held out a vision of a world remade by the peaceable reign of God — a vision that Quakers have carried on their hearts, and sometimes on their banners, for nearly four centuries.

Micah was, for the first generation of Friends, a kindred spirit — a man raised up by the living Word to confront a corrupt religious system, a man who spoke not from seminary training but from direct divine encounter. The parallels were not lost on them. They were unlettered preachers challenging a university-educated clergy, insisting that the word of God was a living power, not a professional credential. Thomas Chalkley drew the line exactly where Micah drew it: the true minister “wants not the call of man, nor authority from man, nor wages of man. But those who bring forth fruits contrary to the above, can neither be true ministers, nor Christians, according to the doctrine of our holy Lord” (Journal of Thomas Chalkley, 1751, chunk 297).



The Prophet and His Times

Micah prophesied during the reigns of Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah — roughly 740 to 700 BC — a period of extraordinary political upheaval. The northern kingdom of Israel was being swallowed by the Assyrian Empire; its capital, Samaria, fell in 722 BC. The southern kingdom of Judah survived, but only barely, and only at the cost of enormous tribute and profound moral compromise.

Micah came from Moresheth-gath, a small agricultural town in the Shephelah — the low hills between the Judean highlands and the Philistine coastal plain. He was not a court prophet like Isaiah, his contemporary in Jerusalem. He was a countryman, and his sympathies lay entirely with the common people — the farmers and laborers whose land was being seized by wealthy speculators (2:1–2), whose cases were being decided by corrupt judges (3:11), and whose spiritual lives were being exploited by prophets and priests who served only those who paid them (3:5, 11).

This social location matters enormously for understanding Micah’s relevance to the Quakers. The early Friends were, with few exceptions, people of modest means — yeoman farmers, artisans, tradespeople. They understood, in their bones, what it meant to have the powerful take what belonged to the weak. They knew what it was to be judged by courts that served the propertied classes. And they knew, above all, what it was to be told that the only legitimate ministry was the ministry of those trained and paid by the establishment.



The Book’s Structure

Micah’s seven chapters fall into three cycles of judgment and hope:

Chapters 1–2: The first cycle. God comes in judgment against Samaria and Judah (1:1–16), and woe is pronounced against the oppressors of the poor (2:1–11). But the cycle ends with a promise of restoration — the gathering of the remnant like a flock (2:12–13).

Chapters 3–5: The second cycle. The leaders, prophets, and priests are condemned (3:1–12), but this darkest passage gives way to the brightest vision in the book — the mountain of the Lord’s house, the beating of swords into plowshares, and every person sitting peacefully under their own vine and fig tree (4:1–5). This is followed by prophecies of restoration and the promise of a ruler from Bethlehem (5:1–15).

Chapters 6–7: The third cycle. God brings a legal case against the people (6:1–8), which culminates in the most quoted verse in the book — Micah 6:8. Judgment falls on the corrupt city (6:9–7:6), but the book ends in triumph — a song of hope, trust, and forgiveness (7:7–20).

The movement from darkness to light, from judgment to mercy, from condemnation to restoration, runs through every cycle. Micah never lets judgment have the last word. This pattern of faithful hope in the midst of suffering resonated deeply with the early Friends, many of whom knew imprisonment, loss, and persecution, and yet persisted in their conviction that God was working to bring about a new age.



Three Things Micah Gave the Friends

The critique of hired ministry. Micah 3:11 — “the priests thereof teach for hire, and the prophets thereof divine for money” — was one of the most frequently cited Old Testament texts in early Quaker literature. For Friends it proved that paid, professional ministry was not merely impractical but positively condemned by the prophetic tradition. The true minister, Burrough wrote, is one who goes “to Minister and declare freely, what they have freely received of God by his Spirit… who will not have hire for preaching, nor be hired by great sums of money, from one Country to another” (chunk 346).

The peace testimony. Micah 4:3 — “they shall beat their swords into plowshares” — is the most famous articulation of the prophetic vision of peace. Robert Barclay anchored the whole Quaker testimony against war in this very text, noting that “the prophets Isaiah and Micah have expressly prophesied, that in the mountain of the house of the Lord, Christ shall judge the nations, and then ‘they shall beat their swords into ploughshares’” (An Apology for the True Christian Divinity, 1678, chunk 406). While the identical words appear in Isaiah 2:4, Micah adds the magnificent verse 4: “they shall sit every man under his vine and under his fig tree; and none shall make them afraid.” It is this complete vision — not merely the absence of war, but the presence of security, dignity, and sufficiency for every person — that animates the Friends’ peace testimony.

The ethical summary. Micah 6:8 captures in a single sentence the Quaker conviction that true religion is measured not by outward observance but by inward transformation expressed in just, merciful, and humble living. Isaac Penington pointed Friends straight to it: “So Micah tells them (when they asked how they might come before God to please him): ‘He hath showed 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 God.’ Mic. 6:8” (The Works of Isaac Penington, Volume 3, 1681, chunk 51). John Woolman’s entire life was an embodiment of this verse.



How This Commentary Is Organized

This commentary follows Micah chapter by chapter. For each chapter, the full King James Version text is presented, followed by section-by-section commentary that integrates the insights of early Quaker writers. It does not attempt an exhaustive scholarly treatment of Micah’s Hebrew text, though historical information is provided where it illuminates the meaning. Rather, it seeks to read Micah through the eyes of the early Friends — to hear in his ancient words the same living Voice that George Fox, James Nayler, Isaac Penington, William Penn, Robert Barclay, Edward Burrough, John Woolman, and others heard, and to explore what that Voice says to us today.



A Note on Sources

Unlike many devotional commentaries, the early-Friends quotations in this volume are not paraphrased or reconstructed from memory. Each is drawn verbatim from a digitized corpus of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Quaker writing and cited by author, work, and the exact text chunk in which it appears. Spelling in a few passages has been lightly modernized for readability, but no words have been added, altered in sense, or invented. Where a familiar saying could not be located in the primary record, it has been set aside in favor of one that could.




“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?” — Micah 6:8
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