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Malachi 217-35.


The book of Malachi holds a place dear to my heart, as I will explain, although I don’t think that I have preached on it before. Rita and I had been married for only three or four months and we learned to our delight that she was pregnant with our first child. She went after work to the doctor’s where we lived in Wigan and he confirmed that she was indeed expecting. My daily readings at the time were in the book of Malachi and the morning following Rita’s visit to the doctor, I read the passage immediately prior to the passage we had read this morning. The passage talks about the way that the men of Israel at the time had become disobedient in the way that they conducted their marriages, divorcing their wives when they got older and worn out with childbearing, trading them in for younger women, and what was worse, for women who did not worship the God of Israel. Not very promising material for a young man soon to become a father for the first time. But a particular verse struck me with great force and relevance, and has become a promise and great encouragement as the years have gone on. The whole verse reads like this, but just two words were what spoke to me at the time. “Did he not make them one, with a portion of the Spirit in their union? And what was the one God seeking? Godly offspring. So guard yourselves in your spirit and let none of you be faithless to the wife of your youth.” Talk about God’s impeccable timing. I would not like to calculate the odds against that reading coming up on the morning it did by chance. God does not deal in chance and randomness, his timing and plan are perfect. Perhaps some verse or word from this little studied prophet at the end of the Old Testament will speak to you in a similar way this morning.


Malachi is the last of the so called Minor Prophets, Minor in the sense that their messages are comparatively short, not minor in importance. Nothing is known about Malachi, no exact dates, ancestry, place of birth or occupation. The word Malachi is not found anywhere else in the Bible and simply means “My messenger.” It is generally agreed that the book can be dated to the period after the return of the people of Israel from exile, so roughly contemporary with the period described in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah. The book consists of six oracles or dialogues which follow the same pattern. The prophet brings a charge against the people or priests then the people or priests challenge the charge and finally, Malachi enlarges on what he has introduced and says how God will act .


Having built the second Temple, the people expected that God’s visible glory would once again be seen as in the glory days of David and Solomon. The reality was that they were still under Persian rule, crops were failing because of locust attack and drought and their religious worship had become a burden and drudge. Their expectations of wealth, prosperity and international prominence were not being realised.


Malachi’s fourth oracle starts with the charge, “You have wearied the Lord with your words.” What does Malachi have in mind? The people challenge his charge by asking “How have we wearied him?” Come on Malachi, what are the words that mean that you can speak to us in this way? Malachi then explains what in particular they have said to justify the charge. You have said  “Everyone who does evil is good in the sight of the Lord, and he delights in them,” and by asking “Where is the God of justice?” We are talking here about the chosen people of God, the ones he selected to represent him before the rest of the nations. They were given the law and the prophets to teach them the difference between good and evil. The ten commandments were the formal statement of this, but they are but the tip of the iceberg when it comes to moral precepts. They have clear instructions about what it means to live in a just society: the king does not have free reign over his subjects, but exercises his authority under God; land is held in trust from God and is not to be hoarded and added to at the expense of the weak and vulnerable; labourers are to be paid a just wage; widows and orphans are to be cared for. We see an example of the distinction between what it meant to be a king in Israel and a king of the other nations in the clash between king Ahab and the prophet Elijah. Ahab decided that he wanted a particular vineyard that belonged to Naboth. His wife, Jezebel, who was from a foreign nation said to him, just take it, that’s what kings do, and had Naboth murdered to facilitate the deed. But a king in Israel should have acted according to the rules laid down by God for kings, that is with justice and fairness, the king cannot just act as he pleases. At least Ahab repented of what he did when confronted by the prophet Elijah, he knew that he had done something which went against the law of God. The people in the time of Malachi were so far  from God, that they did not know right from wrong; what was evil, they were calling good. They worshipped God with their lips, but had no knowledge of the God of justice that Elijah confronted Ahab with. They had succumbed to cynicism, saying one thing in their form of worship, but acting in a way that went totally against what they said they believed. We can say and do what we want, God does not see or even care about either, was their attitude. Their moral compass was totally out of true so that they had lost sight of what they were meant to be, a light to the nations and a demonstration of what it meant to live God’s way in his world.


The people have questioned where God is in their unrealised expectations. Malachi tells them how God will act in the future. There will be a messenger who will prepare the way for the coming of the Lord. Jesus quoted this first verse of chapter 3 in Matthew’s gospel, telling us that he saw John the Baptist as fulfilling the role. John prepared the way, but the Lord is to follow. There is biting sarcasm in the words of Malachi, “the messenger of the covenant in whom you delight, behold he is coming, says the Lord of hosts.” What they have said and the questions they have asked prove that they will do the opposite of welcoming the messenger of the covenant. Verses 3 and 4 explain that when the Lord comes he will get rid of all the dross and rubbish that poses as true worship and refine and purify what remains. The aim of the Lord of hosts is to renew the worship that is offered to him, to restore it to what it ought to be, not to destroy. The Levis were those given a special role in the worship of the Temple. When they get things right, then the Lord will be pleased, as he was in the days of old. Verse 5 goes on to tell of the judgement of God against the things that are wrong in the behaviour of the people. Sorcery, using spiritual forces opposed to God in order to influence events; adultery, taking the wife of another as your own, although the prophets often used adultery in a spiritual sense as the worship of other gods; swearing falsely, lying and cheating to gain an advantage; paying a pittance instead of a fair wage, or delaying paying the hired hand, who needed the money there and then to feed his family; neglecting to help those mentioned specifically in the law as deserving of support, the widow, the orphan the stranger; not fearing the Lord. The Lord will be a swift witness against all these things; they will be shown in their true light and judgement pronounced against all who do them.


We have taken a step back from last week, where we looked at the second coming of the Lord Jesus. Malachi lived several hundred years before Christ, but the same theme of a coming Lord and a coming judgement is apparent. His words in verse 1 of chapter 3 were taken directly by Jesus to apply to his cousin John the Baptist, but there are clear links with what we considered together last week. How may we apply this passage to ourselves? Malachi was speaking to the priests and people of Israel, God’s chosen people, who had grown far from God in both their worship and behaviour. They were supposed to be a light to the Gentile nations, but that witness was sadly compromised. As the Church, we have inherited the role of being a witness to the people of the world. We are not a geographical nation, but we are a people called out from the nations to speak and act on his behalf. Has our role and purpose been compromised by our disobedience and sin? I believe that this passage is there to enable us to test whether we are on the right track or failing in our duty to God and to the world. We may not be in as bad a way as the people in the time of Malachi, but we have no room for complacency, we are a long way from perfect, and we need the stimulus of the Holy Spirit through God’s word to keep us on the right track.


The first test is something that I spoke about last week. It is the area of truth. Malachi’s complaint was that evil and good had become indistinguishable, there was no longer such a thing as truth. This led to an attitude of cynicism, saying one thing but doing another, thinking “God does not care, so why should we.” We recognise this in our own society, where our politicians say they are concerned about good rule and governance, but take inflated expenses at our expense, and where sporting heroes cheat and lie in both their professional and personal lives. What about the Church? Is truth important in the lives and teaching of those Church leaders who are in the media spotlight? But do we say one thing on a Sunday, yet live a different way on Monday? That is where the test should have its main impact. It is easy to criticise leaders, both national and ecclesiastical, but are we as a local Church and as individual Christians in our families and our community, living with integrity, living out the truth of what we say we believe. 


The second test is directed at those who lead and conduct worship, but applies to us all as participators in that worship. The sons of Levi were those who had the responsibility and privilege of conducting the worship of the temple, yet if you read through the rest of the book of Malachi, you will see that they had abused their position and used it to feather their own nest. The worship of God had become a weariness to them and their teaching had caused many to stumble and fall away from the truth. So, the test for those who are in positions of leadership and responsibility is this. Why are we doing this, to serve and honour God, or because we like to be seen up there doing something seen as important? Does the music group play for their own pleasure or to enable the congregation to draw close to God? Is the preparation for worship shoddy and perfunctory, or do we spend time and effort on it? We don’t aim for a perfect performance, but we do aim to please God and enable people to draw close to him? Is the teaching clear and in accord with Scripture, or does it cause people to stumble and fall away? These are questions that enable us to test the reality of our worship. Does it honour God or is it an ego trip? The Lord wants to refine and purify us continually, so things never get into the state that they were in the time of Malachi.


The third test is in the area of our behaviour as God’s people. In that list that Malachi gives, how do we check out? Sorcery is probably not high on the list of sins that we expect to find among members of the Church, but sorcery is simply a way of trying to manipulate the forces that act on our lives. In the ancient world, people made offerings of money or food to the gods to ensure good luck. In our society, devotees take a trip to the newsagent to hand in their offering to the lottery god. Faithfulness in marriage relationships, honesty in speech and in business deals, honouring our debts on time, paying a fair wage for work we have had done, rather than trying to extract every last penny out of a deal, considering how we spend when we shop, making fairtrade a priority when we shop, not neglecting to give a tithe to the work of God as Malachi mentions elsewhere in his prophecy, concern for the stranger in our midst. All these are very practical concerns that Malachi’s words bring to bear on our Christian lives. They are a useful check to make sure we are walking the talk.   


The fourth and last test is found right at the end of the passage, where God promises to draw near in judgement to those who do not fear him. “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is insight,” is what it says in the book of Proverbs. The people to whom Malachi spoke had lost that fear. Their substandard worship and lack of fear had wearied God. Malachi uses two pictures for the process of refining and purifying that would need to take place. He talks about fuller’s soap and the refiner’s fire, both uncomfortable, drastic processes. Have we have lost that fear of the Lord that enables us to recognise just how seriously God takes sin and that leads us to repent, to turn away from our sin and disobedience and turn to him for forgiveness, refining and purifying. Not an easy or comfortable process, but one that is necessary if the offering of our lives as a Church and as individuals is to be pleasing to the Lord in our day.

