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MALACHI

Key verse: 3:1

“See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me.

Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple;

the messenger of the covenant, whom you desire, will come,”

Introduction: An oracle: The word of the Lord to Israel (1:1)

1:1  “An oracle: The word of the Lord to Israel through Malachi.” The prophecy of Malachi is an oracle, which means the burdensome word of the Lord concerning his judgment on the sin of Israel. Here the name Israel indicates the few remnants—42,360 men—who had returned to the land of Judah under the leadership of Zerubbabel in 538 B.C., and about 1,500 men who joined the first group in about 458 B.C. under the leadership of Ezra. God sent his messenger, who is called in this prophecy Malachi (1:1; 3:1), to speak to these remnants about the burden of the judgment of their sin. 

At this point some may find the reading of the Old Testament disappointing and frustrating because there appears again the same theme: Man sins and God judges. As we read Malachi the frustration deepens because we find in the prophecy that these remnants had become corrupted as their forefathers, if not worse. In light of the record of their struggle to build the temple we know that they were the pure hearted, the devoted and the zealous. We find in chapters 1 and 2, to be more precise in 1:2-2:17, that now they showed contempt for the name of the Lord. By the time of Malachi the remnants shared the feeling that the Lord was less than they had believed. They considered him inferior and undesirable. So they showed open disrespect or willful disobedience. Malachi prophesies the burden of the Lord who continued his work in and through those who openly scorned him. We learn in chapters 1 and 2 why the once zealous people showed contempt for the name. We also learn that the Lord judges and curses their contempt to continue his covenant with Levi. If anyone is disappointed or frustrated because of the cycle of sin and judgment, he is blind to the ongoing work of the Lord. In chapters 3 and 4 is the promise of coming of the Lord Almighty (3:1) and his forerunner (4:5). 

As we learned in the prophecy of Zechariah he would return to his own because they did not return to him. How would he return to those who turned away from him? They would pierce him. He would be sold for 30 silver coins. That is how he would return to them. That is how he would take the punishment of sin, which made them turn away from him, which now makes them contemptuous for the name because they had no appreciation of the removal of sin. Sin was still there, for sure. But sin was no more in control for he has returned to his own. He was in control. Sin could make them sinful and lead them to death. But God rules over them with the forgiveness of sin, which he purchased by being sold for 30 silver coins, by being pierced. He swallows sin and so makes death lose its sting. Sin can hurt the Lord Almighty because he permitted it to do so. But the Lord would crush him under his heel. But the people of Israel showed contempt because there was no appreciation of the Lord or of his work. They were only concerned about themselves. They didn’t care whether sin was removed. They were disappointed with the Lord because they suffered. They were self-centered and that was the reason why they sinned in the past and now showed contempt. Thank God! He returned to them.

The godless and self-centered view is also the reason of the frustration of those who are disappointed even after they studied the Minor Prophets. The frustration is due to the lack of appreciation of the gospel of Jesus Christ, for that is at the core of all the prophecies. In other words, the prophecy of Malachi is an oracle given to us all. May the study of Malachi awaken our souls to the One who has come, the Lord Almighty.

II. Israel showed contempt for the name (1:2-2:17)

a. A love relationship scorned (1:1-14)

1:2-5. “I have loved you,” says the Lord. “But you ask, ‘How have you loved us?’ “Was not Esau Jacob’s brother?” the Lord says. “Yet I have loved Jacob, but Esau I have hated, and I have turned his mountains into a wasteland and left his inheritance to the desert jackals.” Edom may say, “Though we have been crushed, we will rebuild the ruins.” But this is what the Lord Almighty says: “They may build, but I will demolish. They will be called the Wicked Land, a people always under the wrath of the Lord. You will see it with your own eyes and say, ‘Great is the Lord—even beyond the borders of Israel!’
Malachi spoke around the time of Nehemiah who came to Judah in 445 B.C. That was about 70 years after the reconstruction of the temple. During the time Israel people fell into the question of God’s love because of many disappointing experiences. Though the temple was reconstructed the promised Messiah didn’t come. Zerubabbel, who was praised by Haggai and Zechariah, and was believed to be the Signet Ring, the Branch, simply disappeared from the stage. Now Nehemiah replaced his position as the governor for awhile. But at the time of Malachi perhaps a Persian was appointed to the position to govern them (1:8). The prophecy of Zechariah of the return of all Israel from the north didn’t come true. To make the inner disappointment worse the Samaritans continually harassed them, and Israel had no protector. As we know from history, during this time there was in the international theater the on-going Persian wars (499-492 B.C ) between Greece and Persia. The Persian government had no room to pay attention to the local problem of Israel. They felt like they were abandoned by all sides being left in the land of famine and of troubles. Suffering in such loneliness made them question about God and God’s election.

Malachi answered their questions.  God had showed his love to Israel by choosing them to be his own people. Here in Malachi the love of God is testified by God’s curse of Edom. What is testified in the judgment on Edom? Read 1:5. “You will see it with your own eyes and say, ‘Great is the Lord—even beyond the borders of Israel!’” The Creator, the Sovereign, chose Israel. That was his love.

But they dishonored him by offering him animals that were crippled or diseased—useless to them. They shut the temple doors instead of lighting the light on the altar. They openly expressed their disgust at the duty of the temple service. This was not right because the Lord was their father and their master (1:6). More than that he was the Lord of all nations, (1:11) a great king (1:14). They will know on the day when all nations come to worship the Lord. Therefore there would be curse on the contempt for the name, whatever the reason might have been. 1:6-14. “A son honors his father, and a servant his master. If I am a father, where is the honor due me? If I am a master, where is the respect due me?” says the Lord Almighty. “It is you, O priests, who show contempt for my name. “But you ask, ‘How have we shown contempt for your name?’ “You place defiled food on my altar. “But you ask, ‘How have we defiled you?’ “By saying that the Lord’s table is contemptible. When you bring blind animals for sacrifice, is that not wrong? When you sacrifice crippled or diseased animals, is that not wrong? Try offering them to your governor! Would he be pleased with you? Would he accept you?” says the Lord Almighty. “Now implore God to be gracious to us. With such offerings from your hands, will he accept you?”—says the Lord Almighty.   “Oh, that one of you would shut the temple doors, so that you would not light useless fires on my altar! I am not pleased with you,” says the Lord Almighty, “and I will accept no offering from your hands. My name will be great among the nations, from the rising to the setting of the sun. In every place incense and pure offerings will be brought to my name, because my name will be great among the nations,” says the Lord Almighty.  “But you profane it by saying of the Lord’s table, ‘It is defiled,’ and of its food, ‘It is contemptible.’ And you say, ‘What a burden!’ and you sniff at it contemptuously,” says the Lord Almighty. “When you bring injured, crippled or diseased animals and offer them as sacrifices, should I accept them from your hands?” says the Lord. “Cursed is the cheat who has an acceptable male in his flock and vows to give it, but then sacrifices a blemished animal to the Lord. For I am a great king,” says the Lord Almighty, “and my name is to be feared among the nations.
b. Admonition for the priests (2:1-9)

God rebuked the priests because they were the ones who led people to show contempt for his name (1:6). The priests didn’t listen to the Lord. They did not set their hearts to honor the Lord. But the priests of Malachi’s time had turned from God’s ways and caused the people to stumble by their false teaching. Their mistake was that they showed partiality in matters of the law. God cursed them and their descendants.  2:1-9.  “And now this admonition is for you, O priests. If you do not listen, and if you do not set your heart to honor my name,” says the Lord Almighty, “I will send a curse upon you, and I will curse your blessings. Yes, I have already cursed them, because you have not set your heart to honor me. “Because of you I will rebuke your descendants ; I will spread on your faces the offal from your festival sacrifices, and you will be carried off with it. And you will know that I have sent you this admonition so that my covenant with Levi may continue,” says the Lord Almighty. “My covenant was with him, a covenant of life and peace, and I gave them to him; this called for reverence and he revered me and stood in awe of my name. True instruction was in his mouth and nothing false was found on his lips. He walked with me in peace and uprightness, and turned many from sin. “For the lips of a priest ought to preserve knowledge, and from his mouth men should seek instruction—because he is the messenger of the Lord Almighty. But you have turned from the way and by your teaching have caused many to stumble; you have violated the covenant with Levi,” says the Lord Almighty. “So I have caused you to be despised and humiliated before all the people, because you have not followed my ways but have shown partiality in matters of the law.”

Read 2:4. “And you will know that I have sent you this admonition so that my covenant with Levi may continue,” says the Lord Almighty.” God rebuked and cursed the priests so that his covenant with Levi may continue. God ordained the Levites and set them apart to serve him when they stood with Moses in the incident of the golden calf (Ex 32:26,29). Later, God made a covenant with the priest, Phinehas, who defended God’s honor (Nu 25:12,13). He walked with God, spoke the truth, and turned many from sin. God was not defeated by the contempt of the priests. He continued the covenant with Levi. We know from chapters 3 and 4 God would complete and perfect the covenant through Jesus Christ. May God open our eyes to the covenant of Levi, which stands, which therefore overcomes the power of contempt, the power of sin.
 c. Breaking faith (10-12)

The people of Israel showed contempt by breaking faith with one another, by divorce. They despised the Father, the Creator by breaking faith with one another. 2:10-12.  “Have we not all one Father ? Did not one God create us? Why do we profane the covenant of our fathers by breaking faith with one another? Judah has broken faith. A detestable thing has been committed in Israel and in Jerusalem: Judah has desecrated the sanctuary the Lord loves, by marrying the daughter of a foreign god. As for the man who does this, whoever he may be, may the Lord cut him off from the tents of Jacob —even though he brings offerings to the Lord Almighty.”

As we know from the record of Ezra and Nehemiah the people of Israel married Samaritans and the Gentiles in the land. The reason was very simple. The unbelievers were rich and powerful. They married unbelievers because they wanted to survive when God seemed to be paying no attention to them. They did so because nothing happened even if they wailed and flooded the Lord’s altar with tears.  In order to survive—for that, alas!—they did not hesitate to divorce the wife of their youth and marry a Samaritan girl. But they did not care that they despised the Lord with the practice of marriage. They cared about their survival at the cost of their spirit. So God commanded them to “guard yourself in your spirit and do not break faith.” 2:10-16.  “Another thing you do: You flood the Lord’s altar with tears. You weep and wail because he no longer pays attention to your offerings or accepts them with pleasure from your hands. You ask, “Why?” It is because the Lord is acting as the witness between you and the wife of your youth, because you have broken faith with her, though she is your partner, the wife of your marriage covenant.  Has not the Lord made them one? In flesh and spirit they are his. And why one? Because he was seeking godly offspring. So guard yourself in your spirit, and do not break faith with the wife of your youth.  “I hate divorce,” says the Lord God of Israel, “and I hate a man’s covering himself with violence as well as with his garment,” says the Lord Almighty. So guard yourself in your spirit, and do not break faith.”

d. Where is the Lord? (2:17)

They did not hesitate to do evil and showed contempt because they did not believe in the existence of the Lord. 2:17.  “You have wearied the Lord with your words. “How have we wearied him?” you ask. By saying, “All who do evil are good in the eyes of the Lord, and he is pleased with them” or “Where is the God of justice?”

III. The Day of the Lord (3:1-4:5)

Corruption and injustice were rampant; people called evil good, and good evil. They said, “Where is the God of justice?” They thought that God wasn’t there. They thought that there would be no day of judgment. But the prophet promised that the Lord would surely come. God would first send his messenger, to prepare the way (John the Baptist). Suddenly, God whom they had wearied with their words would appear. 3:1-5. “See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me. Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple; the messenger of the covenant, whom you desire, will come,” says the Lord Almighty. But who can endure the day of his coming? Who can stand when he appears? For he will be like a refiner’s fire or a launderer’s soap. He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver; he will purify the Levites and refine them like gold and silver. Then the Lord will have men who will bring offerings in righteousness, and the offerings of Judah and Jerusalem will be acceptable to the Lord, as in days gone by, as in former years. “So I will come near to you for judgment. I will be quick to testify against sorcerers, adulterers and perjurers, against those who defraud laborers of their wages, who oppress the widows and the fatherless, and deprive aliens of justice, but do not fear me,” says the Lord Almighty.  

When God comes among sinful men, he is like a refiner’s fire. We can prepare for his coming only by repenting. He purges sin and unrighteousness from his servant people, and restores them to worship and serve him. When he comes again, he will come as Judge. Sorcerers, adulterers, perjurers, those who defraud and oppress the weak, and those who have no fear of God will be burned up in the refiner’s fire. Those who repent and accept God’s way of forgiveness are refined and purified by the fire. Read 3:6. “I the Lord do not change. So you, O descendants of Jacob, are not destroyed.”
God urged them to test him in the matter of survival. Read 3:10-12.  3:6-12. Ever since the time of your forefathers you have turned away from my decrees and have not kept them. Return to me, and I will return to you,” says the Lord Almighty. “But you ask, ‘How are we to return?’ “Will a man rob God? Yet you rob me. “But you ask, ‘How do we rob you?’ “In tithes and offerings. You are under a curse—the whole nation of you—because you are robbing me. Bring the whole tithe into the store house, that there may be food in my house. Test me in this,” says the Lord Almighty, “and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not have room enough for it. I will prevent pests from devouring your crops, and the vines in your fields will not cast their fruit,” says the Lord Almighty. “Then all the nations will call you blessed, for yours will be a delightful land,” says the Lord Almighty.
The teaching of the tithes was the way God extends to mankind a gracious invitation: “Return to me and I will return to you.” How can we return? We can take a step toward God by bringing to him our tithes. We thus acknowledge his ownership of our lives. Abraham offered a tithe to Melchizedek and thus pledged his total allegiance to God Most High (Ge 14). We must come to God with repentant hearts, bringing our tithes as our acknowledgment that we, and all we have, belong to him. God promised his blessing. 3:13,14. “You have said harsh things against me,” says the Lord. “Yet you ask, ‘What have we said against you?’ “You have said, ‘It is futile to serve God. What did we gain by carrying out his requirements and going about like mourners before the Lord Almighty? But now we call the arrogant blessed. Certainly the evildoers prosper, and even those who challenge God escape.’“
Read 3:16-18. Malachi saw in his vision that, “Then those who feared the Lord talked with each other, and the Lord listened and heard. A scroll of remembrance was written in his presence concerning those who feared the Lord and honored his name. “They will be mine,” says the Lord Almighty, “in the day when I make up my treasured possession. I will spare them, just as in compassion a man spares his son who serves him. And you will again see the distinction between the righteous and the wicked, between those who serve God and those who do not.” They were the people who feared the Lord in their hearts. 

The sun of righteousness will rise (4:1-6)

“Surely the day is coming; it will burn like a furnace. All the arrogant and every evildoer will be stubble, and that day that is coming will set them on fire,” says the Lord Almighty. “Not a root or a branch will be left to them. But for you who revere my name, the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings. And you will go out and leap like calves released from the stall. Then you will trample down the wicked; they will be ashes under the soles of your feet on the day when I do these things,” says the Lord Almighty.
In the perspective of the future, here the first and second comings of the Christ are viewed as one event. The world will burn like a furnace on the day of God’s righteous wrath, the day of judgment. All proud people and all evildoers will be set on fire like hay stubble in a field. But the Messiah will rise like the sun of righteousness with healing in his wings. He will spread his wings of protection and healing over all those who revere his name. In that day, those who fear the Lord will leap like calves released from the stall and join in trampling down the wicked. Surely the day is coming. 

Before the Christ comes, the forerunner must come. The Lord promised to send one like Elijah, the great prophet of Ahab’s day, who called a corrupt and idolatrous people to repent and turn to God. The angel who announced the birth of John the Baptist used the words of verse 6 (Lk 1:17). Surprisingly the preparation was as simple as fathers turning their hearts to their children and their children to their fathers. “Remember the law of my servant Moses, the decrees and laws I gave him at Horeb for all Israel. “See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes. He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the land with a curse.” May God teach us to revere his name, so that we may rest under his healing wings. Indeed his coming is our salvation. Thank God.

