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INTRODUCTION
The book of Malachi is the last of the Old Testament books, and it was probably written around 397BC. There is little by way of introduction to it in the text, but the writer launches straight into his message, describing it as an oracle, or burden from the Lord. 

The name Malachi means “my messenger”, so it is not entirely clear whether Malachi was the writer’s name, or his title. When the word appears in chapter 3:1, it is rightly translated as “my messenger”, so we are not sure whether the writer was actually called Malachi or not. The traditional view, however, is that the author was indeed named Malachi.

Many of the people of the prophet’s day had become somewhat indifferent to the things of God, and some had even started to treat their religion with scorn. Intermarriage with pagan women had brought the danger of involvement with heathen religious rites, and adultery, perjury and oppression of the poor were rife. Even the priests were accused of becoming bored with their religious duties so that Malachi had to reprimand them, and they had compromised the offerings intended for the altar of God.

The book of Malachi consists of four chapters in English, but three in the Hebrew. The text is in six sections, or oracles, which can be easily distinguished.  Malachi was conscious that the coming ‘Day of the Lord’ would be a time of calamity rather than blessing, at least for the unbelievers who would be punished for their violations of God’s Covenant. 

DIVISION OF THE BOOK
The book can be summarised as follows:

1. “I have loved you”, says God (1:1-5)

2. The need to honour God (1:6-9)

3. Being weary with God (1:10-14)

4. God’s desire for truth & equity (2:1-9)

5. Marriage & divorce (2:10-17)

6. God’s messenger promised (3:1-5)

7. Robbing God (3:6-12)

8. The distinction between good and evil (3:13-18)

9. The day of judgement (4:1-6)

CHAPTER 1

[1] - I HAVE LOVED YOU”, SAYS GOD
Malachi 1:1-5: The burden of the word of the LORD to Israel by Malachi. I have loved you, saith the LORD. Yet ye say, Wherein hast thou loved us? [Was] not Esau Jacob's brother? saith the LORD: yet I loved Jacob, And I hated Esau, and laid his mountains and his heritage waste for the dragons of the wilderness. Whereas Edom saith, We are impoverished, but we will return and build the desolate places; thus saith the LORD of hosts, They shall build, but I will throw down; and they shall call them, The border of wickedness, and, The people against whom the LORD hath indignation for ever. And your eyes shall see, and ye shall say, The LORD will be magnified from the border of Israel. 

REFLECTION
The book opens with a statement by God that He loves the people being addressed, namely those in Jerusalem. It is said to be a burden of God’s word, which confirms that it is of importance to God. He had taken the trouble to give this word to His prophet, for His people. We must never take God’s word lightly! The statement of his love as such receives no elaboration, but summarises Israel’s history of their covenant with God. It was God’s love that called them into a covenant with Him, and it was through His love that He had guided and protected them through centuries of history. The love of God should have been entirely self-evident to them, yet they respond by asking how He has loved them. The objection that they raise suggests that it is the response of a people who are self-centred and not walking in fellowship with God. 

Each one of us needs to be loved, and we all grow when we are loved. There is security in love, and God is here reaffirming His love for His people. Yet despite so many evidences of God’s love for them, they seem distant from Him and appear not to be aware of how He has loved them. Not only is it difficult to go through life without love, it is also difficult for someone who loves to have that love rejected. Too often people take another person’s love for granted in human relationships, so that there is a tendency to complacency. This can also be a danger for Christians today, for we are the recipients of God’s love in so many ways, yet it is all too easy to become complacent spiritually and take God’s blessings for granted. It is vital that we keep our faith fresh and alive, so that we enjoy the abundant life that Jesus came to give.

Rather than provide a direct answer to the people’s question, God, through Malachi, makes reference to Jacob and Esau. He says that He loved Jacob, one of the patriarchs at the beginning of Israel’s history, but He hated Esau, Jacob’s twin brother. This is perhaps not quite as black and white as it seems at first sight. They stand for two nations, Israel and Edom, with a common ancestry in Isaac and Rebekah. While they were yet in their mother’s womb, before any good or evil deeds were done by either, God said to their mother (Genesis 25:23), ‘The older shall serve the younger.’ The hatred was not a proper and formed hatred (for God could not hate Esau before he sinned) but only a lesser love, which, in comparison to the greater love for Jacob, seemed as if it were not love. God is using a typical Hebrew form of expression, showing preference by comparison, rather than hate as such. 

Because God had favoured and chosen Jacob to be the founder of Israel (bear in mind that his name was changed by God to Israel), by comparison Esau was therefore “hated”. It also confirms that God had chosen Israel to be His chosen people, and not Edom. God gave to Israel a better inheritance and greater blessings than He did to Edom. However one of the reasons why God chose Israel was to give a mechanism to all of humanity to show His love for this world. Edom had become an enemy of Israel, and in so doing had also become an enemy of Israel’s God. Sin creates distance from God, and brings poverty and ruin; even those who seem to succeed without God in this life will not in the next.

However, reference to the rest of the Bible would indicate that God loves all mankind; indeed it was His love for the people of the world that caused God to send His son Jesus into the world to save sinners. There is a further point here, in that Jacob was a believer, and would therefore be a direct recipient of God’s love and blessing. Although we cannot judge, it may be that Esau was not a believer, and as such would have been outside God’s blessing and favour, and ultimately would receive punishment as a part of God’s wrath against sinners. We cannot be dogmatic on this point, for the text does not give us sufficient information, but we do know that Esau was prepared to trade in his birthright for a meal, and gives the impression of a man looking for the immediate, rather than eternal issues.

It is perhaps an example of God’s grace that He starts this short book with a message of love. Some of the following chapters have rebuke and warning, so it is a comfort for Israel, and indeed for us as part of the church, to know that even God’s judgements are set in a context of love. Indeed, this is very much the message of the gospel, for God’s love sent Jesus to this earth so that people do not have to suffer God’s wrath; the choice is theirs and depends on their response to Jesus Christ.

Perhaps it is worth reflecting that the people of Jerusalem had returned from the Babylonian exile, seen the Temple rebuilt, but not to the same glory as before, and the royal line of David had not been restored. They clearly did not feel encouraged because things were not as they would have wanted it. Indeed there was a Persian governor over them. They had lost their impetus and were merely going through the motions of their faith and their religious duties. 

This is no excuse for not having a vibrant relationship with God, but the situation is reflected in many churches today, for many churches (probably most churches) have at least some members who come for the appearance, for the religious duty, rather than out of love and devotion to God. It is so important that we enjoy God’s love and keep our faith alive. If God is for us, who can be against us? (Romans 8:31)

The message of this chapter continues to the extent that God has clearly judged Edom because of its rejection of God, and the place has become a wasteland. Even if the Edomites were to try and rebuild their nation, God would again judge it and demolish what they might try to rebuild. Man so often tries to build, but if God is not in the process the work will fail. 

Even this was to be a witness to God’s greatness and sovereignty over the affairs of men. All of this should have created a new appreciation of God in Israel, rather than the complacency that seems to have crept in. Malicious pleasure in looking on at the misery of Judea and Jerusalem had been a special sin of Edom; now God would show Judah the fruit of its reversal, and His goodness toward themselves. God is saying that He would be magnified from the border of Israel, that His greatness would be seen there.

TOPICS

GOD:  CHARACTER OF GOD
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[2] - THE NEED TO HONOUR GOD

Malachi 1:6-9: A son honoureth [his] father, and a servant his master: if then I [be] a father, where [is] mine honour? and if I [be] a master, where [is] my fear? saith the LORD of hosts unto you, O priests, that despise my name. And ye say, Wherein have we despised thy name? Ye offer polluted bread upon mine altar; and ye say, Wherein have we polluted thee? In that ye say, The table of the LORD [is] contemptible. And if ye offer the blind for sacrifice, [is it] not evil? and if ye offer the lame and sick, [is it] not evil? offer it now unto thy governor; will he be pleased with thee, or accept thy person? saith the LORD of hosts. And now, I pray you, beseech God that he will be gracious unto us: this hath been by your means: will he regard your persons? saith the LORD of hosts. 

REFLECTION
Having opened with the theme of love, the message now moves on to the question of honour, and legitimacy of the people’s worship. Malachi states that a son honours his father, and a servant his master, but then asks where is the honour that the priests owe to God, who is both Father and Master. As we saw in the first section, a father gives love to his children, just as God had to Israel, but they had not returned this love. Malachi’s first appeal is to the fact that God is the Father of Israel, and as such deserves honour. God is Sovereign, and as such has a right to command us, both as Master and Father. 

Heathen philosophers taught that parents were household gods, and were to have all possible respect. The priests above all people should understand the things of God, and the need for honour in His worship, yet they were despising His name. There is again the disputing of the charge made by God, for they ask how they have despised His name. The problem was in their worship that the priests were conducting, for they were offering polluted food on God’s altar. The word implies desecration of the altar, the very place where there should be holiness.

God is not just our Father, but is also our Master, and should be served with faithfulness and diligence. The priests in Jerusalem were falling short in this respect also, and were merely paying lip-service to their religion and duties in the Temple. 

Today’s churches so often have those who will come occasionally, maybe even regularly, in order to have a piece of religion, but their hearts are not close to God. They do not serve with faithfulness, nor do they have God as their Master in their lives. Unfortunately, there are even church leaders in places who fall into this category. The church should be a place where God is honoured and held in high esteem, and godly leadership should draw people to God, and not be a stumbling block. God also longs to see a people whose whole lives are given over to His honour so that their lifestyle is a good and positive witness for Him.

Jesus Himself brought out this theme in Matthew 7:21, when He said that not everyone who says to Him “Lord, Lord” will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of His Father in heaven. Our worship needs to be intelligent, recognising who it is we are worshipping, and it should flow from a repentant and grateful heart that genuinely wants to please God.

Again the priests ask how they have polluted the food, and the reply comes back that they have brought blind, lame and sick animals in their sacrifices for God. In doing so they have shown contempt for the worship of God, for all they have given Him was the leftovers, the defective and unwanted. It is clear that they had kept the best animals for themselves, and God had been given that which no one else wanted. It was rather like the attitude of many when they give their cast off items to a charity shop. They think they are doing good (and indeed good may come from this) but it is not the attitude to be adopted in our walk with God.

The result was that their so-called worship of God in these sacrifices was actually offensive to God, and thus completely missing the purpose of what was taking place. God is holy, and nothing impure can come into His presence. Maybe a similar analogy would be our attitude in coming to the communion table, for Paul in 1 Corinthians 11 warns of the need to avoid doing this in an unworthy manner. We should be neither careless nor ignorant in our worship of God.

In verse 8 the point is made that they wouldn’t have dreamt of giving these defective animals to their Persian governor, for the consequences of that would have been disastrous. Even today, one wouldn’t think of giving a shabby or unwanted gift to someone, for that would undermine the whole purpose of giving. A gift should give pleasure, and should be wanted, but the priests were giving 2nd or 3rd best to God. This in itself shows a wrong attitude to God, who deserves the very best from us. 

Today we are not required to offer the sacrifices set down in the Old Testament, but we are called to give God of our substance, and also to give time and service to Him. Again we should not give the leftovers of our time or material possessions, for He should have the first call on our time, talents and money. God deserves our best; let us not dishonour Him with gifts from a grudging heart. David said that he would not offer to God sacrifices that cost him nothing (2 Samuel 24:24). 

The picture that we see in this section is one of backsliding on the part of the Israelites. The priests had lost a sense of the honour and dignity that was due to their position before God, and as such had become careless in their duties. In such circumstances it is never long before this affects the people that the priests represent, so that the state of ‘religion’ in the land becomes weak and degraded.

This section ends with a plea for them to plead with God to be gracious to them. Thankfully God is a gracious and merciful God, but the people, and especially the priests here, were not behaving in a way that would draw God to showing that graciousness. The suggestion that they plead for it, or beseech God for His grace, is a strong one. This was not a mere whim, a good idea, but the need for serious pleading before God. 

Such an approach reflects the heart of a desperate person, but the priests were too complacent to notice. However, God was not going to show love to the people here until they became serious with Him and showed some love and respect to Him. There was no place for the people here to feel sorry for themselves, hoping that God would come to them on their terms, yet so many people think that they can deal with God in that way.

In many respects this is the only way that any of us can come to God, at least in the first instance when we come for salvation. Our plight outside of Christ is desperate, and we deserve nothing from God’s hand, least of all His grace and mercy. We need to beg for His mercy, at least from our perspective, yet He sees us even before we recognise our need, and He comes to meet us to welcome us into His presence on the basis of what Jesus has done for us at Calvary. Every person will beg before God at some point – we either do it now, willingly to bow the knee in reverence and submission, or we will face His wrath, when it will be too late to beg for mercy.
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[3] - BEING WEARY WITH GOD

Malachi 1:10-14: Who [is there] even among you that would shut the doors [for nought]? neither do ye kindle [fire] on mine altar for nought. I have no pleasure in you, saith the LORD of hosts, neither will I accept an offering at your hand. For from the rising of the sun even unto the going down of the same my name [shall be] great among the Gentiles; and in every place incense [shall be] offered unto my name, and a pure offering: for my name [shall be] great among the heathen, saith the LORD of hosts. But ye have profaned it, in that ye say, The table of the LORD [is] polluted; and the fruit thereof, [even] his meat, [is] contemptible. Ye said also, Behold, what a weariness [is it]! and ye have snuffed at it, saith the LORD of hosts; and ye brought [that which was] torn, and the lame, and the sick; thus ye brought an offering: should I accept this of your hand? saith the LORD. But cursed [be] the deceiver, which hath in his flock a male, and voweth, and sacrificeth unto the Lord a corrupt thing: for I [am] a great King, saith the LORD of hosts, and my name [is] dreadful among the heathen. 

REFLECTION
The Lord starts this section with the question that there was not one sincere or honest priest among them. They were selfish and worldly to such an extent that not one of them would even kindle a fire on the hearth of the altar unless he was paid for it. Some commentators take the view that God is effectively expressing the wish that the priests would not even open the Temple doors to light fires there that achieved nothing. There were 24 porters to open and shut the doors of the mountain of the house, or the temple, and the court of women in the daytime. At night there were 24 guards also that kept watch; the priests kept guard in three places, and then there were 21 Levites.

The kindling of the fire was done every morning, for though one of the Jewish writers said that fire came down from heaven, it was ordered that they should bring common fire. There were three piles or rows of fire made every day upon the altar; the first was a large one, on which they offered the daily sacrifice, with the rest of the offerings; the second was on the side of it, a little one, from which they took fire in the censer to burn incense every day. The third had no other use for it but to confirm the command concerning fire. 

God’s suggestion that they didn’t bother doing these comprised harsh words indeed from a God who had chosen Israel as His special nation, and had given them a priesthood and a Temple so that they could come into His presence, and so that they might be a light to the Gentiles. 

In effect God is saying that the state of things had got so bad that they might as well not bother with their religious duties and worship services. When the service of God has become burdensome and despised then God has every right to be displeased. I am sure that today Christians would be upset if God told them not to bother opening their church up for worship because He found what they did distasteful, but that is essentially what He was saying.

God’s message for them went from bad to worse, because He then went on to say that His name would be magnified in and through the Gentiles, rather than through them, the Jewish priesthood. God uses the expression “from the rising of the sun unto its setting”; in other words, from East to West, is where His name would be honoured. This must surely have trodden on some theological corns for the Jewish priests, who felt that they were God’s representatives on earth, and that if anyone wanted to come to God they had to do it their way. 

The Gentiles were considered to be somewhat inferior, and although they could come to God through the Jewish way of worship as proselytes, it was deemed to be very much as second class citizens spiritually. Yet God is saying here that He would use the Gentiles to display His glory as the Jews were not doing so.

Into this background God says that He is regarding the Gentile worship as more pleasing to Him than the profane rituals that the Jewish priests were performing. Such second-rate worship was unacceptable to God, to the extent that He said that no worship at all was better than bad worship that did not reflect His Kingship and Divine Majesty. The "fruit" is the produce of the altar, on which the priests subsisted. They did not literally say, ‘The Lord's table is contemptible,’ but their acts virtually said so. 

They did not act so as to lead the people to reverence, and to offer their best to the Lord on it. The reference to ‘snuffing’ at it is a metaphor taken from cattle which do not like their fodder. They blow strongly through their nose upon it; and after this neither they nor any other cattle will eat it.

Things must have been bad indeed, but then God never does like complacency. This is echoed in Revelation 3:14-22, where the message to the Laodicean church is very strong against the lukewarm approach, the complacency and the feeling that they were fine spiritually, whereas in God’s sight they were empty. Our motivation in serving God is so important; it should be to please God rather than out of a sense of bored duty. It is dangerous when what we think is acceptable is actually rejected by God.

Perhaps one of the problems was that the priests obtained their role by being born in the tribe of Levi, rather than having a living encounter with God. They had become weary with their role, and it did not express the high privilege of their calling. They were taking God for granted, but that is something we can never do with God (at least with impunity!). 

Even today, the calling to preach and minister God’s word is a great privilege (and responsibility), yet so many so-called ministers treat God’s word far too lightly, and as a result God’s people go hungry at best, while others are misled. God would rather a minister stopped preaching than that he preach no gospel at all, and in saying that, the Bible is quite clear that it has to be the true gospel that is preached.

The challenging thing here is that God had noticed that the priests were bringing the defective animals as offerings to Him. So often we convince ourselves, and maybe even others, that it doesn’t matter if what we give to God is less than our best. We may not have a reaction from other people, but God does notice; He knows what is in our heart, and He is well aware if we give Him second best. 

We cannot cheat or defraud God, and the sooner we learn that the better. We need to remember Jesus’ words in Luke 12:2-3 that there is nothing hidden that will not be disclosed. Even the hidden thoughts and murmurings among the priests were known to God, and this was one of the reasons that God’s displeasure was aroused.

There had been times in Israel’s history when their relationship with God was right, and the nations around had come to respect Him. For example, when the spies went to Jericho before Israel attacked, Rahab had heard of what God had done in their midst and feared God because of it. Israel was called to be a light to the other nations, for she had the relationship with and the laws of God, but by the time of Malachi things had slipped into a state of advanced complacency. The priests felt the whole thing had become a burden, and that the Lord’s Table was defiled. When man is not in relationship with God there is a tendency to disagree with God’s viewpoint, and this had happened here.

The people of Israel had cheapened the grace of God; He had given the sacrificial system as a picture of what Christ was going to do in giving Himself for the forgiveness of man’s sin, and this showed tremendous grace on God’s part, for without His forgiveness we all deserve death. As such the system in place was of huge value, but instead His name had become dishonoured as the rituals became nothing more than working through a system of works without a living relationship with God. 

When we look clearly and honestly at what God has done for us, and in this the sacrificial system pointed to that, we should be prepared to go to any lengths to follow in God’s ways. Quite apart form that, the very majesty, nature and character of God is such that we should give of the best we have in worship to God.

By contrast, cheap grace presumes that God is present and will bless what we do, regardless of the inner attitude and the outer behaviour. Cheap grace presumes upon God’s blessing, but fails to realise that the blessing has been withdrawn. God is utterly holy, and that is the reason that Christ had to come to die, for without His offering of Himself God’s holiness would never have been satisfied. Yet, within that, God still loves, as indeed was brought out right at the beginning of this chapter. God’s true grace is free, but never cheap. Also, in receiving it, it costs us everything. God’s grace works in us to draw us to Himself and produce fruit in terms of changed lives, so that His name is honoured in a rebellious world.
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CHAPTER 2

[4] - GOD’S DESIRE FOR TRUTH AND EQUITY

Malachi 2:1-9: And now, O ye priests, this commandment [is] for you. If ye will not hear, and if ye will not lay [it] to heart, to give glory unto my name, saith the LORD of hosts, I will even send a curse upon you, and I will curse your blessings: yea, I have cursed them already, because ye do not lay [it] to heart. Behold, I will corrupt your seed, and spread dung upon your faces, [even] the dung of your solemn feasts; and [one] shall take you away with it. And ye shall know that I have sent this commandment unto you, that my covenant might be with Levi, saith the LORD of hosts. My covenant was with him of life and peace; and I gave them to him [for] the fear wherewith he feared me, and was afraid before my name. The law of truth was in his mouth, and iniquity was not found in his lips: he walked with me in peace and equity, and did turn many away from iniquity. For the priest's lips should keep knowledge, and they should seek the law at his mouth: for he [is] the messenger of the LORD of hosts. But ye are departed out of the way; ye have caused many to stumble at the law; ye have corrupted the covenant of Levi, saith the LORD of hosts. Therefore have I also made you contemptible and base before all the people, according as ye have not kept my ways, but have been partial in the law. 

REFLECTION
God has clearly not finished with the priests here, and once more He condemns their inadequate service. They are called to set their heart to honour God’s name, and this of course involves much more than merely going about their religious duties as a matter of routine, without honouring God in their heart and motives. 

God said that if they did not honour His name in this way He would curse their blessings. Indeed it seems that God had already cursed them from the way that the verse continues. The rebuke given to the priests for their wicked behaviour is followed by an announcement of the punishment which they will bring upon themselves in case they should not observe the admonition, or render to the Lord the reverence due to His name when discharging the duties of their office.

Verse 1 introduces the threat and this is called mitsvâh, a command, not as a commission which the prophet received, for the speaker is not the prophet, but Jehovah Himself; nor as “instruction, admonition, or warning,” for mitsvâh has no such meaning. The term command is applied to that which the Lord has resolved to bring upon a person, inasmuch as the execution or accomplishment is effected by earthly instruments by virtue of a divine command. The reference is to the threat of punishment which follows in v2-3, but which is only to be carried out in case the priests do not hear and lay to heart, namely, the warning which the Lord has addressed to them through Malachi in chapter 1, and sanctify His name by their service.

Perhaps it is not clear whether God would curse the blessings that they received, such that their work, and perhaps their lifestyle, would be doomed to failure. Alternatively, the priests were presumably pronouncing blessings on others during the course of their duties, and it is likely that God would not honour those blessings. It is so often the case that when the spiritual leaders of a land do not give a clear lead for God, the spirituality of the people at large slips, and God is obliged to move in judgement in order to try and draw the people back to Him. On that basis much of the Western world is overdue for God’s judgement! If nothing else the reversal of the blessings into curses should have brought them up short so that they would question where they had gone wrong.

Indeed God says in this passage that He will corrupt their seed. This may refer to the harvest of the land, and God frequently does bring famine on nations that do not follow His ways. He also inflicted famine on Israel in times when they were disobedient to the covenant. It is also possible that God is here referring to the priests’ offspring, that He will reprove their descendants. It is frequently the case that unless God moves sovereignly in mercy, the descendants of a backsliding person are less spiritually inclined towards God than the parents, so that the slippery slope of drifting away from God continues. There is a duty upon the priests here, and upon Christians today (especially leaders) to educate the following generation with the truth of God’s word. God is sufficiently displeased with the priests in this passage that He threatens to spread on their faces the dung from the deformed animals used in their sacrifices. This was an expression of degradation and shame, for the dung was to me removed from the Temple area to outside the city.

This is somewhat in contrast with the all-loving God that is presented to people in today’s church. It is, of course, entirely true that God is infinitely loving, and we need to have a good grasp of that, for with that reassurance we have great security in life. However, God is also equally infinitely holy, pure, just and righteous, and He cannot and will not tolerate sin in any form, and to present a defiled and unworthy offering to Him (in whatever form that might take) is sinful and unworthy of His holiness. 

Today’s church, especially in the West, is quick to tolerate, if not endorse, many practices that God’s word condemns, including immorality, cohabitation outside of marriage, homosexuality, and sometimes behaviour that is less than honest in both business and church life, to name but a few problems. The mood of the day seems to believe that God does not notice, or that He will turn a blind eye to such practices. Much less emphasis is placed upon the mindset that actively seeks to please God and turn away from sin but that should be our aim rather than “seeing what we can get away with”. 

One of the final messages in the book of Revelation (22:15) is that outside the renewed city of God will be those who practise magic arts, the sexually immoral, the murderers, the idolaters and everyone who loves and practises falsehood (NIV). If God actively moved in judgement today then a good number of those filling the pews of the churches would not be part of God’s Kingdom.

Earlier prophets (such as Amos) had condemned the Temple worship from the perspective that it seemed to be flourishing and was being conducted in the proper manner, but that what was done was merely a veneer that did not please God. However, by Malachi’s day it seems that the Temple worship had sunk to such a level that it was not even being taken seriously any more, and for that reason it drew severe condemnation from God, with the priests being the worst offenders. The thrust of Malachi’s heart, however, was not that the worship should be abandoned, but that it should return to how God had planned it, undertaken by those with a heart that was set on pleasing God.

When Jesus was on earth He declared that worship that pleased God would be in Spirit and in truth. God loves to receive true worship from His people, and He will bless those whose heart is right before Him. It is in the heart of man, however, to allow worship to become stale and ritualistic, without any heart in it. Perhaps this is easier in churches that have a set liturgy where the same words become a mater of routine rather than life. 

However, even churches that do not have a liturgy, and claim to be “free” in their worship style, frequently settle into a pattern that is little more than their own “liturgy” and which can become lifeless and dull. Each Christian needs to come afresh to God regularly to meet with Him in a living way.

God’s word through Malachi then turns to His covenant with Levi, the tribe that was given the responsibility and privilege of administering the worship in Israel. They were given this task after Aaron had made the golden calf and led the people into idolatry while Moses was on the mountain with God. Moses asked for those who were for the Lord to rally to him (Exodus 32:25-26), and the Levites did so. God declares in v5 that Levi revered His name and was in awe of it. The reward for that was to be life and peace as promised in this verse. God’s name is always to be revered and held in honour, and there are many Biblical injunctions to this effect. The fear of the Lord is indeed the beginning of wisdom. 

Furthermore, Levi was true in his instruction of the people and nothing false was on his lips. The commendation continued that Levi walked in peace and uprightness with God and turned many from sin. This character should be reflected by every genuine minister of God. 

One of the basic requirements of a servant of God is to turn others away from sin, and to reflect the light of Christ in a dark world. This implies that the true servant of God takes the time to read, understand and apply the word of God to his own life, so that he can then honestly teach it to others. This was clearly a far cry from the state of the priests in Malachi’s day, and too often is absent in today’s church also. 

There is a sense in which every priest or minister of God is a messenger from Him, and as such needs to convey accurately, in word and deed, the message of God’s word. The call to preach is a high one, and requires the highest standards of Godly character. Let us examine the character of Levi in some further detail.

The covenant with Levi highlights his characteristics that can be summarised in 6 points:

· He feared God

· He was reverent before God’s name

· The law of truth was in his mouth

· Injustice was not on his lips

· He walked with God in peace and equity

· He turned many away from iniquity.

Added to the above, in v7 God, through Malachi, said that the lips of a priest should keep knowledge and people should seek the law from his mouth as he is God’s messenger. Let us examine again the above points to explore their relevance for us.

· We too are to fear God. Proverbs tells us that the fear of God is the beginning of wisdom. God’s wisdom gives us skill for living, that we live and order our lives as God would want. There are some who fill the office of minister, but who do not fear God, and in some cases do not even believe in God. Each Christian needs a healthy fear of God as a starting point, for He deserves all honour and respect. 

· We are to be reverent before God’s name. This touches on the beginning of the Lord’s Prayer, which starts “Hallowed be Thy name”. God is utterly holy and the 10 commandments instruct us not to take the Lord’s name in vain. In Bible times a person’s name reflected their character, so if we revere God’s name then we should be reverent to God Himself. This is important for all Christians, but especially so for church leaders.

· The law of truth was in Levi’s mouth, or possibly the word of instruction was in his mouth. A good attitude to God will naturally lead to a right attitude to God’s word. This is vital in our day, for many so-called preachers take a verse out of context to promote their own agenda, rather than teach the whole counsel of God in truth. We need to study God’s word, get to understand it, and apply it to our lives. Good, wholesome teaching of God’s word is vital in the life of any believer, and is a major means of spiritual growth. In our passage here, the priests of Malachi’s day were falling down on this point.

· The natural follow on from this is that there should be no injustice found on our lips. This should flow naturally from having God’s word in our hearts. However, we are also to seek justice in what we say. We should do nothing that would falsely undermine another’s position, and we should strive for that which is righteous and just.

· The priests were also required to walk before God in peace and equity. Indeed it could be argued how anyone could walk before God without peace and equity. One of God’s great gifts to a believer is to know his peace, but there have been many priests over the years who have neither known nor shown God’s peace. We should display God’s peace to others, and experience the reality of Jesus’ words that blessed are the peacemakers. In terms of equity, this is linked to justice and fairness. We should not show partiality, and a Christian leader should not show favouritism. We all have special friends, but a good leader will not show partiality in the things of God.

· This leads on to the next point, that the priests were to turn others away from iniquity. This should apply to Christians too, and we should do all we can to turn others away from sin. In large measure, if we are fulfilling the other characteristics, then this will follow. We should be so attuned to God’s righteousness that it will grieve us if we see someone embarked on a sinful course, and so we should be eager to direct people away from actions that would displease God.

The American preacher Jonathan Edwards was one of the leaders of the Great Awakening from 1725-1750. He was known for his sermon entitled “Sinners in the hands of an angry God” and such was the anointing on the message that people literally clung to the pews inside the church, and tree trunks outside the church, to stop themselves falling into hell. He had a clear understanding of the needs for an upright walk with God, and in fact the words on his tomb are found in Malachi 2:6. This is a huge tribute to anyone, and we all need to aspire to such an epitaph.

In verse 8 the priests are condemned for having turned from this narrow way, which for us is the way of Christ, and have proved to be a stumbling block to others around. The priests should have led to people to God, and by their Levitical priesthood they should have pointed the way to the coming Messiah, but they had failed. The very existence of their priesthood pointed to the better priesthood that was to come in Christ, but they had robbed the people of the witness that they so greatly needed. 

In the gospels Jesus had strong words to say about those who were stumbling blocks to others in terms of finding the way to God. He also spoke harshly about false shepherds who would not care for the flock entrusted to them, but were more concerned for their own wellbeing. The situation is no different in our day, for all Christians, and especially the leaders, should lead others to God through Christ, and not be a stumbling block to them, either by their words or their lifestyle.

The result in verse 9 would be that the priests would become contemptible before the people because of their behaviour. People in positions of trust lose credibility when they do not live up to the requirements of their positions. This is seen too often with politicians in our day, but also it happens to priests too. Not only are Christian leaders whose behaviour falls short exposed by the media (if not by God), but also the credibility of the role becomes undermined. So often in some parts of the West, the clergy are regarded as weak, ineffectual, and sometimes a laughing stock by the world. By contrast, a truly godly leader stands out as a beacon light and commands respect.
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[5] - MARRIAGE & DIVORCE

Malachi 2:10-17: Have we not all one father? Hath not one God created us? Why do we deal treacherously every man against his brother, by profaning the covenant of our fathers? Judah hath dealt treacherously, and an abomination is committed in Israel and in Jerusalem; for Judah hath profaned the holiness of the LORD which he loved, and hath married the daughter of a strange god. The LORD will cut off the man that doeth this, the master and the scholar, out of the tabernacles of Jacob, and him that offereth an offering unto the LORD of hosts. And this have ye done again, covering the altar of the LORD with tears, with weeping, and with crying out, insomuch that he regardeth not the offering any more, or receiveth [it] with good will at your hand. Yet ye say, Wherefore? Because the LORD hath been witness between thee and the wife of thy youth, against whom thou hast dealt treacherously: yet [is] she thy companion, and the wife of thy covenant. And did not he make one? Yet had he the residue of the spirit. And wherefore one? That he might seek a godly seed. Therefore take heed to your spirit, and let none deal treacherously against the wife of his youth. For the LORD, the God of Israel, saith that he hateth putting away: for [one] covereth violence with his garment, saith the LORD of hosts: therefore take heed to your spirit, that ye deal not treacherously. Ye have wearied the LORD with your words. Yet ye say, Wherein have we wearied [him]? When ye say, Every one that doeth evil [is] good in the sight of the LORD, and he delighteth in them; or, Where [is] the God of judgment? 

REFLECTION
Malachi starts this section by asking or rather stating in question form, do they not all have one Father. There are some who believe that Malachi is referring here to the roots of the Hebrew people by having Abraham as their father, or perhaps Jacob as the founder of the Jewish nation. However, the question goes on, asking did not God create them, which would suggest that Malachi is referring to God in both aspects of the question. They had a common bond that linked them together, with God as the head, yet they were not observing the covenant that He had established with them.

Malachi accuses the people of dealing treacherously with one another. This would have included perverting justice, having respect to persons, favouring one to the prejudice of another, and similar ways of deceitful dealing. He awakens them to the thought, that sin against a brother is sin against God, who made him a brother. 

This recalls the message of Isaiah, before his lips were cleansed by the coal, who said in Isaiah 6:5, “I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips.” Malachi refers to an abomination; the word “abomination” is a word belonging to the Hebrew, and is used especially of things offensive to, or separating from, Almighty God. We need to take note when God refers to something in such strong terms!

Marriage is a divine institution that is given by God for the benefit of society, and generally speaking when marriage is undermined in a society the fabric of that community can be adversely affected. God permitted divorce in Israel (Deuteronomy 24:14), but this was because of man’s hardness of heart, and under certain conditions. 

It was, however, never the highest way that God intended, for as we learn from the New Testament, marriage is a picture of Christ and the church (and in the Old Testament, a picture of Jehovah God and Israel). Just as God is faithful to His covenant, so He expects husbands and wives to be faithful to their marriage vows. God takes seriously the marriage vows that we make and He expects us to keep them.

In this section, God is accusing Judah of breaking the covenant that God had made with them, which He viewed as binding as a marriage. It is a difficult passage textually, but it deals with Judah’s laxity in terms of the covenant with God, but it also appears that God castigates them for the proliferation of divorce amongst them. It seems that by Malachi’s day the sanctity of marriage had been largely eroded, with a great increase in divorce and remarriage. 

Given that the message was addressed largely to the priests of Israel, it is worth remembering that the high Priest was to take as wife a virgin from among his own people (Leviticus 21:14-15). The priests who married “strange” wives defiled the covenant of the priesthood ((Nehemiah 13:29).

Those who had returned from the exile would have been from Israel’s distinguished families, but they seem to have divorced and remarried, perhaps to make liaisons with local people so that they might be better placed in society and thereby flourish materially. It seems that it was almost becoming fashionable to put away their wives, and marry new, foreign ones.  Christians should beware of conforming to worldly fashions, especially when moral issues are involved, and situational ethics do not appear on God’s agenda. God expects us to be true to our word, even if it is to our detriment materially.

God expects us in the church to be true to our word, and faithful to Him. It is no surprise that those who are untrue to God tend to be untrue to their friends more easily. By breaking a covenant with God, we open ourselves up to the slippery slope that the sinful path leads us down. So often as people drift away from God, they become spiritually blind and cannot see the nature and extent of their plight before Him. We should beware of any compromise with the truth. In the context of marriage in this passage, there is the requirement of faithfulness on both sides, and whilst God remained faithful, the people were not.

In the early days of Israel’s history, there were laws as well as traditions against marrying foreign women. Although this became part of the law given to Moses (see Deuteronomy 7:3-4), even as far back as Abraham there was a reluctance to see intermarriage (Genesis 24:3). This was reinforced later in Genesis 34:15-16. In the first place, therefore, God was keen to see His people marry the correct people to ensure purity in faith and descent. The people here had married foreign wives (verse 11), and God has outlined the dangers of intermarriage in Scripture. The problem arises primarily with intermarriage with people of a different religion, rather than race itself, and Solomon learnt this the hard way. He married numerous women, and many of these worshipped foreign gods who led him away from the true God of Israel. 

God was not forbidding marriage with foreign women because He is racially prejudiced, or because of the colour of a person’s skin. God has made all mankind and loves each person deeply. Rather, because it had been prophesied that the Messiah would come through the nation of Israel, and specifically the tribe of Judah, it was vital that there was racial purity so that the Messiah would be who the prophetic word said He would be. There is the further aspect that Israel was chosen by God to be a light to the gentiles for they had been blessed with God’s word and instructions for life.

In the New Testament, Paul says that believers and unbelievers should not be joined together and thus unequally yoked (2 Corinthians 6:11-18). We must not trifle with God in these matters; marriage is a divine institution that is not just given to believers, but to all mankind. However, God does not permit marriage between a believer and an unbeliever, for that will not allow spiritual harmony and compatibility. 

There is something profound about the “one flesh” union of a man and a woman, that should involve an act of commitment one to the other. It is important, therefore, for Christian marriage partners to be equally yoked and one in the faith. From a practical perspective too, a couple cannot be united in outlook to life if they do not share the same faith, which should be at the centre of their lives. As with Israel, God looks for purity in His church so that Jesus’ bride will not be mingled with unbelievers in marriage.

In verse 12 God becomes stronger in His words, and refers to the master and the scholar. He who teaches such doctrine, and he who follows this teaching, the Lord will cut off both the one and the other. Malachi says that those who do these things, and then still try to bring an offering before Him, will be cut off from Israel. Israel was set apart by God to be different from the other nations, and this included a true and faithful walk with Him. 

Those who would flirt with other gods would be cut off from His presence. God knew that mingling with people who worshipped other gods would weaken the strength of Israel’s religion. Even today, in the church age, Christians are called to be different from those in the world, and we are set apart from worldliness, and unto God. 

In verses 13-14 Malachi accuses the people of weeping before the Lord’s altar, appearing sad because God was not apparently paying attention to their offerings. The offerings pointed to the Messiah to come, so they should have been a means of reflecting a genuine hunger for God, and an expression of obedience to Him. They were going through the motions of religion, and maybe some of their tears were genuine, for they felt they had lost touch with God. For those who have known God’s blessings and a loving relationship with Him, to be out of fellowship with Him is a miserable place to be; we cannot enjoy God, nor can we truly enjoy the world, for we know that the world’s pleasures are of little appeal in comparison with the joys of fellowship with God. 

Many Christians, and certainly many outside the church, are puzzled by the presence of suffering in this world, when God is said to be so loving and kind. There are times when heaven seems to have closed doors and our prayers are not answered. It is likely that we will never fully understand these issues this side of heaven, but perhaps one reason for God allowing suffering is to show us that something is wrong with the world, for sin has crept in (perhaps we should say it has marched in!), and taken correctly suffering should lead us to God, rather than drive us from Him, for only He has the answers.

One reason for God not apparently responding to our prayers, however, is brought out in this section, where it is clear that there was sin in the nation. The problem of divorce was prevalent, and many people had broken the marriage covenant that they had made. God cannot and will not look upon sin, nor will He respond to our prayers while we are walking in sin, however genuine our attempts to function in church may be. If we are not right in our hearts, then all the tears in the world will not cut any ice with God, for He is not taken in by a show of emotion that is not genuine. 

Malachi tells us that God is acting as witness between the individuals and the estranged wives of their youth. It is sad indeed when God acts as witness against us, when we are expecting Him to act for us, but this is the inevitable result of unconfessed sin. In such circumstances, God may be busy answering someone else’s prayers, perhaps a hurt spouse, relative or friend, rather than answering our own when we are at fault. 

True repentance, however, will always open God’s heart to us. We need to ensure that we put right what we can, before God and our fellow man, and then God can do what we cannot in restoring the relationship with Him. This is of course, at the heart of why Christ had to come to earth. Another point to make is that when we have been hurt, we should forgive so that God will not hinder our prayers because of bitterness in our hearts. Sweet fellowship with God is more important than vindication of our name at any cost.

As Malachi moves on in this passage, he affirms that God hates divorce. When God says that He hates something, it is worth our while taking notice. Jesus made it clear that although the Law permitted divorce, it is not the highest way (that of forgiveness and humility), and God’s heart is such that He hates divorce. Malachi is not amending the Law, but speaking as a prophet to express Divine displeasure at the way that divorce had become so commonplace in a declining society. 

The message is equally valid today, for certainly in many Western nations divorce is rampant, if indeed couples ever get to marriage in the first place. God knows only too well the hurt and wounding of a person that divorce brings, and this is never His ideal will.

However, beyond the issue of divorce itself, is the injunction to be faithful (verse 16). This is bigger than being faithful in marriage, and should reflect a lifestyle whereby Christians are reliable, faithful people whose word is true. All of our dealings should be honest, and God’s people should be the best citizens in any society. Anything less than that will weary God, and damage the witness to a dying world. This should be the foundation upon which God’s church operates.

The chapter ends with God’s pronouncement that the people have wearied Him, yet they ask in what way this is. It is a sad state of spiritual blindness when we cannot see how we are displeasing God, and if our times of worship have become such that God is wearied by them then there is something seriously wrong. One of the reasons that God is wearied by them is that they are calling those who do evil, good in the sight of the Lord. It is a case of calling black, white, and vice versa. 

It is very easy to stand back and say that we would never fall into the trap that the Jews of Malachi’s day had fallen into. They clearly had a distorted view of what was good and bad, and their consciences had become so numbed by what had become socially acceptable that they were unable to see what was wrong. However, in our day too, we find the same thing at work, both in the church and the world. 

It is no longer considered shocking for people to live in immoral relationships and change partners almost according to whim. Homosexuality is rife, and considered socially acceptable by many. Abortion is considered by many to be normal and dependant on the “choice” of a woman over her own body (little is said about the baby’s rights over its body!). In many churches this type of behaviour is permitted or even encouraged, yet God’s standards have not changed and such things are still abominable to Him.

The final question of this chapter is that people were wearying God by asking where justice was. There are many people today who think there is no justice in the world. Such people are effectively acting as functional atheists; they many not actually deny the existence of God, but by their words and actions they deny any link between God and justice. We saw earlier that the world is contaminated by sin, and thus bears the scars and effects of that. Things are not as they were originally, or as God intended them to be. There is suffering; there are wars; there is persecution; there are famines and plagues, but these do not mean that God is absent to unjust. 

Even in this fallen world, most people have an inherent desire for justice, and God does see to it that in many areas of life this does occur. The hope of the gospel, however, is that God will judge all mankind, and He will be entirely just. We will all be called to account for how we have spent our days. We cannot plead any excuses there, and we will not be able to say that we behaved as we did because of peer pressure or circumstances. God will see through all the excuses, and the issue will be whether we have received and accepted His offer of free grace through Jesus Christ. For those who trust in Him now, our sins have already be judged and washed away. For those who reject, then God’s justice will be harsh, but nevertheless entirely just and right, for He is holy and righteous.
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CHAPTER 3

[6] - GOD’S MESSENGER PROMISED
Malachi 3:1-5: Behold, I will send my messenger, and he shall prepare the way before me: and the Lord, whom ye seek, shall suddenly come to his temple, even the messenger of the covenant, whom ye delight in: behold, he shall come, saith the LORD of hosts. But who may abide the day of his coming? and who shall stand when he appeareth? for he [is] like a refiner's fire, and like fullers' soap: And he shall sit [as] a refiner and purifier of silver: and he shall purify the sons of Levi, and purge them as gold and silver, that they may offer unto the LORD an offering in righteousness. Then shall the offering of Judah and Jerusalem be pleasant unto the LORD, as in the days of old, and as in former years. And I will come near to you to judgment; and I will be a swift witness against the sorcerers, and against the adulterers, and against false swearers, and against those that oppress the hireling in [his] wages, the widow, and the fatherless, and that turn aside the stranger [from his right], and fear not me, saith the LORD of hosts. 

REFLECTION

This chapter starts with the promise of God’s messenger going before Him, and the task of this messenger was to be to prepare the way before God. In allusion to the custom of sending pioneers to prepare the way for the march of an eastern monarch, the coming of Christ’s forerunner is described, and then the coming of Christ himself.  We do have the benefit of hindsight and can see that the messenger is referring to John the Baptist. This is confirmed in Mark 1:2-3, where Mark actually quotes from Isaiah 40:3, but the message is similar. 

Although this passage has judgement in it, there is also a message of hope, for the messenger to come would proclaim the coming of Messiah. Generally speaking, it was expected that there would be a prophetic voice preceding the Messiah Himself, to prepare the way, and to prepare the hearts of the people. As with all of God’s promises, it is a sure fact that the messenger, and then the Messiah, would come. God has given us the warning beforehand, so no one should be taken unawares, although we know that the majority did not, and still do not, expect Him.

For the readers of Malachi in his own day, the meaning may have been more general, particularly as there is a play on words to the extent that Malachi’s name means “my messenger”. Malachi does not explicitly identify himself as this messenger as the forerunner of God, but his message is a prior announcement of the coming of God. God was speaking to Malachi’s generation, but also looking forward to the time when Jesus as the Messiah would come to the temple. Jesus first came to the temple at 40 days old as a child, when He was identified as Messiah by Simeon and Anna (Luke 2: 25-38). 

The cleansing of the temple referred to later came, at least in part, when Jesus cleansed the temple of His day from the godless marketing that polluted God’s house of prayer. It is worthy of note that Jesus came to the temple, as a child and as a suffering servant, at His first advent, but when He returns as King at His second coming, the question “Who can endure the day of His coming” will have added meaning. It will be a solemn and sobering event, yet thoroughly glorious at the same time.

There is a degree of irony in the message, for Malachi speaks of the messenger of the covenant, in whom they delight (KJV), or who they desire (NIV). Malachi’s audience delighted in the blessings of the covenant, but they were unwilling to hear of the judgements of the covenant. Presumably, however there would have been a godly remnant who would have truly delighted in the Lord, as God will always have some who remain true to Him. 

If the people thought that the coming of God to His temple would be an experience to be enjoyed, they were brought up short by verse 2, when Malachi says, “Who can endure the day of His coming, and who can stand when He appears?” God is indeed holy, and whilst we enjoy the blessings of His grace, and mercy, we should never be easygoing about what He expects from His people. There is an awesome reality to God’s power when He chooses to move. When Jesus, the messenger of the covenant, duly came, He came as the one who fulfilled the Old Testament covenant, and who also introduced the new covenant through His blood.

It is likely that the people of Malachi’s day wanted God to restore Israel to its former glory, as in Solomon’s day, and the temple reflected to the world how special Israel was in God’s sight. The people wanted the blessings without the cost. So often today’s Christians want God’s blessings, but are not willing to “take up their cross” daily to be more like Jesus. Salvation is free for us, but following Christ should cost us everything! We delude ourselves if we expect God to come in power on our terms.

The latter part of verse 2, through into verse 4 speaks of God sitting in judgement; this confirms that there is a clear divide between good and evil in God’s sight and He will indeed act in justice and judgement. The analogy is given of a refiner’s fire, which is used by a metalworker to refine silver and gold in order to remove the impurities from the metal. It is only by the heat of the fire that these impurities are removed so that the remaining metal is pure, and able to be used. 

The analogy for God’s people is clear; God will refine us so that the impurities of sin are removed so that we are pure and available for the Master’s use. Friendship with the world is enmity with God (James 4:4) and we need to distinguish between the two. Refined gold or silver could be used as a mirror because it was so clear; are we free of the blemishes that would mar the reflection of Christ in our lives?

Obviously the power and guilt of sin are removed by Jesus on the cross, but God will apply ‘heat’ to the life of every believer so that our lifestyle becomes purified. Difficulties, suffering and persecution can be used by God for that purpose, and we need to discern what God is saying in such times so that we respond correctly. It is true that the enemy will seek to attack and oppress us too, but God does allow such things on occasions so that we are purified for His greater use. There is also the sense that God will purify the faithful, and eliminate the unfaithful, so that corporately His body is purified.

The Lord is said to sit as a refiner of silver (v3), and specifically this is aimed at the Levites so that they might be refined. The purifier of silver sits before the crucible, fixing his eye on the metal, and taking care that the fire is not too hot, and keeping the metal in, only until he knows the dross to be completely removed by his seeing his own image reflected in the glowing mass. The refiner of gold and silver will sit and watch the molten metal carefully to check the progress of this process. If the metal is left too long under the heat it will become damaged, but when the refiner can see his face in the metal he knows that it is complete. God will not let us go through too much heat in the refining process, for His refining is wholesome and beneficial, and He will not let us be damaged by the process, for He wants us to reflect Him to the world around.

When this refinement has taken place among the Levites, the Lord would have men who would bring offerings in righteousness that would be acceptable to God. It would then be as it was under the first temple, and when the tabernacle was set up by Moses, and in the times of the patriarchs; and even before the flood, and as early as Abel, who offered a more excellent sacrifice than Cain. 

God’s refining always has a wholesome purpose, whereas the enemy’s attacks are intended to be destructive. God’s desire in refining us is so that we are more useful for Him, and the Levites were the people who were selected to serve in the temple worship. God’s refining would burn through the hypocrisy and outward performance of religion, and cut right to the very heart of the matter – His desire is for a purified people who take their relationship with God seriously, and not just those who want a taste of religion.

We can see from history that the Jewish people have often felt the “heat” of God’s refining, for they have had many times of persecution and difficulty. This may be partly because they have been chosen by God to be His special people, and of course there will come a further time of refining for them during the Tribulation shortly before Jesus returns to earth. 

God is looking for godly servants, whether in leadership, or among the body generally. There is a Biblical principle that judgement begins with the house of God, for when His people are right He can more easily work on the unbelievers, given that He has a good witness amongst His people. God will also judge those in Christian leadership more severely (see James 3:1) because of the responsibility that they have. Indeed, Spurgeon used to tell people who were unsure if they were being called to the ministry to go and do something else if they could, because of this verse in James.

The other metaphor used by Malachi is that of fuller’s soap, which was an alkaline, caustic soap that was effective in cleaning dirty clothes, but its use was a rough process to remove the dirt. Some scholars interpret it to be a herb which fullers use; and in the Mishnah it is one of the seven things used to take out spots, namely, "borith", the word used here. Maimonides said it is a plant known by the name of "algasul" and "gazul" in the Arabic language, and it signifies something by which filth is washed away. Others say it is a plant which purifies and cleanses, possibly related to a herb that grows in Palestine, in moist and green places, and has the same virtue as nitre to take away filth. 

The picture is clearly a means to remove dirt and impurity, which of course is what Christ does for us through His death on the cross. Again, God requires purity in His people and the procedure is progressive to ensure that we become more like Christ.

The theme of judgement continues in verse 5, although the message is more directed to those who are committing specific sins. The behaviour referred to should not be found amongst God’s people, and a turning from such practices should be a mark of God’s grace at work in a person’s life.  He mentions sorcerers, who played on superstitions and dabbled with the occult. The Bible is clear that such practices are forbidden for God’s people, for at their heart they involve looking to someone or somewhere other than God for direction and guidance. God expects His people to turn their backs on anything that is related to the occult; such things are not unimportant even if the devil would whisper otherwise in your ear. 

Adulterers are mentioned next, and they are those who are not true to the call of faithfulness in marriage, and as such grieve God’s heart. Believers are called to faithfulness to their spouse, as well as to God, who sees them as a bride in a spiritual sense too. There are many unbelievers who put off coming to Christ because they are not prepared to give up an unwholesome relationship with someone. Purity in marriage should reflect a pure lifestyle that has God at its centre.

Malachi also refers to those who swear falsely, or perjurers and these are people whose word cannot be trusted. Their lifestyle would reflect a corruption that is a disgrace to the name of God and should be far from His people. It should not even have to be said that God’s people should be truthful at all times, and honest in their dealings with others, but unfortunately far too often this is not the case. 

Those that defrauded workers of their wages were oppressors who exploited the weak in society. The world has never been free of such people, but God makes it clear that He does notice what they are doing, and His judgement will fall upon them. 

The oppression mentioned continues with those who take advantage of widows and orphans, as well as the foreigners in society. God is always tender towards those who are weak in society, for they are less able to look after themselves, and He requires His people to take care of them. How a society treats the weaker people in their midst speaks volumes about the priorities of the people concerned.

People who have lost their way in this manner rarely see the folly and error of their ways, unless God’s Spirit works in their hearts to convict them of their sin. This is one of the duties of God’s preachers, who are called to speak His word, which is active to convict the sinners of their sin. A faithful preacher can do much to change the shape and mood of a society, when God’s Spirit is at work, but the calling to such a ministry is both a high privilege and a heavy responsibility. 

There are many examples of revivals over the millennia of history where God has moved in a sovereign way to change society, but while He does not need man to do this, He frequently does raise up people to proclaim His word, and to pray, so that the revival comes and the changes take place. It is not difficult to see that Malachi’s message had relevance for his own day, but also for the present, not to mention the periods in between.

There is a future aspect to God’s judgement, for God’s refining fire will remove the dross of the wicked when the final judgement comes. This is brought out in Matthew 3:1-12, where John the Baptist as God’s messenger speaks of the coming wrath (as well as quoting again from Isaiah 40:3) and the removal of the chaff into unquenchable fire. Jesus Himself spoke a good deal on the realities of the final judgement, and the horror of the final judgement of the unbeliever.

There are some commentators who see revival as the thrust of this message in Malachi, especially in verse 1. God will send His messenger, and His coming will be so awesome that it needs preparation, and the power of God is such that He will cleanse away any impurities in His people. The suddenness of God’s coming is unpredictable, but there needs to be a preparation of the people for God to come. 

I would suggest that whilst we can learn lessons on revival here, such that it should indeed challenge us to prayer and purity of live, that is not the primary meaning of this passage. Nevertheless, we should hunger for God to move in power, and be prepared for Him to work in us to be cleansed and purified so that we are ready for him to move, even in us.

Nevertheless, the need to be ready for God to move is important. Some 400 years after Malachi, there was a man named Zechariah who was ministering in the temple as part of his turn at the rota of duties. He met with an angel who told him that he was to have a son, even though he and his wife were old and his wife was barren. Zechariah was to be the father of John the Baptist, who was the messenger appointed to prepare the way for Jesus. God in His mercy did not depend on Zechariah’s readiness, for he doubted the word of the angel, but we should be ready to see God’s answer to prayer, even if in our view there is a delay.
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[7] - ROBBING GOD

Malachi 3:6-12: For I [am] the LORD, I change not; therefore ye sons of Jacob are not consumed. Even from the days of your fathers ye are gone away from mine ordinances, and have not kept [them]. Return unto me, and I will return unto you, saith the LORD of hosts. But ye said, Wherein shall we return? Will a man rob God? Yet ye have robbed me. But ye say, Wherein have we robbed thee? In tithes and offerings. Ye [are] cursed with a curse: for ye have robbed me, [even] this whole nation. Bring ye all the tithes into the storehouse, that there may be meat in mine house, and prove me now herewith, saith the LORD of hosts, if I will not open you the windows of heaven, and pour you out a blessing, that [there shall] not [be room] enough [to receive it]. And I will rebuke the devourer for your sakes, and he shall not destroy the fruits of your ground; neither shall your vine cast her fruit before the time in the field, saith the LORD of hosts. And all nations shall call you blessed: for ye shall be a delightsome land, saith the LORD of hosts. 

REFLECTION
There is more criticism of the people in this passage, but right at the beginning God makes a fundamentally important statement that He does not change. This is an essential part of the character of God, for because of the fact that He does not change (His immutability), we know what He is like, and how He will react and behave towards us. Because of God’s immutability, we can have assurance that if ever He has loved us (and He has said that He does) He will always do so. We do not have to wonder what God is like today, because He has declared His nature in His word, and though the life of Jesus, and He is always the same. This is an essential part of God’s character that we need to grasp, and take great reassurance from.

From the unbeliever’s perspective, however, God’s immutability is awesome and fearful. God is holy, and always will be. He cannot and will not tolerate sin, and the unbeliever cannot hope that God will one day turn soft on sin and forget the shortcomings that have not been washed in the blood of Christ. God has pronounced punishment for the wicked, and will not change His mind. 

Having said that, there are passages in the Bible that suggest that God changes His mind. An example would be in Jonah, when he went to Nineveh to pronounce God’s judgement upon the nation there. The people repented and turned to God, and He did not bring the threatened judgement upon them. In this and similar passages, God responds to repentance and faith, and in fact stirs people up to the repentant state that He desired all along.

The verse continues that it is because of God’s immutability that the sons of Jacob are not destroyed; God has promised that Israel would abide forever because He loves them, and thus He cannot and will not destroy them. They will be disciplined, exiled, persecuted, but never destroyed. The fact that Israel still exists today, regathered into a nation after so many years of exile, speaking Hebrew again, is testimony to God’s unchangeable nature and His promises towards that nation. God has also made many wonderful promises to His church, and He is utterly faithful and true to keep these too.

It is interesting that God refers to the people here as descendants of Jacob. This is not a casual reference, even though they were of course physically descended from Jacob. We know that Jacob was a supplanter and a deceiver at times, and indeed obtained the blessing from his father Isaac by deception. The people of Malachi’s day were trying to deceive God, pretending to be diligent in their religious duties, when their hearts were cold. Jacob also had times of backsliding, just as the Jews of Malachi’s day had slipped from a vital walk with God. It is not difficult to see the analogy for the church today here too.

Despite God’s goodness towards Israel, they have not kept His statutes, and this provokes the criticism from God in verse 7. The history of Israel is in many ways a chronicle of wavering adherence to God’s word and will, and so often this depended on the quality of leadership in the land. Jesus had a similar word for the Pharisees and teachers of the Law in His day, (Matthew 23:29-30) so things had not changed then. 

When Stephen was on trial, he too accused the leaders then of being like their fathers and resisting the Holy Spirit (Acts 7:51-52). The call from God was for the people to return to Him, to come home. Home is a place where we can relax, feel welcomed and secure, and be ourselves. That should be how it was for them with God.

Things are not greatly different in our day, for the church too has a somewhat chequered history of faithfulness. God invites, and indeed commands the Israelites to return to Him. Perhaps because this criticism is not specific, or maybe because the people’s consciences have become blunt through disobedience, they ask how they should return. God’s people should ever remain open to His promptings so that they hear His words and obey them. Devotion to God should be a natural attitude for His people, but sadly this is not always the case.

In answering them, God says that they have robbed Him ( verse 8), almost incredulous that man should do such a thing, even if they cannot see how they have done so. It is sad indeed when people cannot see where they have sinned even when God points it out to them! The robbery was taking place in the tithes and offerings that they were not giving to God. The law of Israel required that they give a tenth (a tithe) of the produce of the land to God’s representatives, the priests and Levites, to maintain the worship of Israel.

When the Law was given Israel was a theocracy, with God as King. The priests and Levites were His ministers to carry out God’s business in the nation on earth. When the people to withheld the tithes that were due to God, it meant that they were depriving God of the offerings due for the maintenance of the tabernacle originally, then the temple. 

As such, non-payment was almost equal to not paying taxes today. As Israel’s history developed, God gave them a human king in response to their pleading for one, and by the time of Malachi the tithes were for the maintenance of the temple worship. When given properly and willingly, the given tithes also reflected a heart that was open to God and a willingness to put Him before material wealth and gain.

The Law prescribed that a tenth of the produce should be given (or 12% if given as money!) and obedience to this was part of what God required from His people Israel. While God does not apply the tithing rule in the church, where He looks for freewill offerings, He still requires a glad heart and generous spirit in giving. Indeed it could be said that a tenth is a useful guideline, but we should not regard this as an excuse to keep back everything else from God. A miserly attitude to God shows that a person has not appreciated the generous heart of God, who has not only given us salvation in Christ (obviously after Malachi’s time), but provides us with food, clothing, homes and countless other benefits and blessings. The fact that we have crops and food reflects a loving God who brings forth the food we need.

By keeping back all or part of their tithes, the people of Israel were showing that they regarded their property as their own. This did not indicate an attitude of stewardship, but one of ownership. The godly view of property is that we are stewards of what God has graciously given to us, but actually what we have remains His. 

Certainly from a Christian perspective we are bought with a price, the precious blood of Jesus, and we are not our own. What we have should be available for God to use as He directs. The tithe should be an indication that the whole belongs to God, and we are offering a part to Him for His use.

Even the health and strength that we have and use to earn our living comes from God, and we should be ever mindful of this. God can easily cause the “rainy day” that we have been saving for to arrive, so that our pockets have holes in and do not keep the money that we might feel is rightly ours. 

A person who is stingy towards God will often be mean to others too, and a lack of proper giving is actually a lack of faith, for it suggests that God cannot, or will not, provide all that we need if we give “too much” to Him. 

Small giving and small faith go hand in hand. God is a loving Father, who has promised to care for His children! It was the French atheist Voltaire who once said, “When it comes to a man’s wallet every person’s religion is the same.” Even John Wesley observed that the last part of a person to be converted is his wallet. Every Christian should allow God to control his or her finances, and use them for His glory.

I am reminded of the story of some missionaries in Ghana, and one of their friends there gave them two enormous yams to help with catering for some visitors. The missionary asked the lady who gave these if she had them to spare. The lady looked amazed at the question, and replied. “I should not give what I have to spare, but because I have.” In many ways this is God’s challenge to us in this passage – do we give what we have to spare, or do we give just because we have?

Quite apart from material giving, God’s people should be generous in giving Him honour and glory for who He is. Although God is not criticising the people here specifically for that, a mean attitude in practical giving will only reflect a mean spirited heart in giving God the honour that He is due. How much better to give to God from a delighted and willing heart, rather than under compulsion and because of legalism!

By contrast, God calls the people here to bring the full tithes into the storehouse so that there would be food in His house. In return, they might put Him to the test (something that we are not often allowed to do!), to see if He would not open the windows of heaven and pour out an overflowing blessing upon them. 

He would be faithful and keep the devouring pests from affecting their crops, and what they plant would be fruitful in great abundance. The result of this would be not only blessing for Israel, but also that the other nations would call them blessed, for God’s name would be seen to be great because of what He had done for them. In a real sense, the floodgates of heaven can mean the rain to cause the crops to grow, but there is a symbolic aspect too whereby God provides for our needs (not necessarily our wants!), usually beyond our expectations.

Quite apart from the physical aspect of robbing God of the tithes, these people were also robbing God of the true worship that He deserves. He is worthy of all honour, and we should not rob God of the praise, worship and honour that He requires from us. Similarly, we should not rob God of our time, our talents, for all that we are and have belongs to Him.

How much do we as God’s people trust him for our future, and for the provision needed to accompany it? We are not to be reckless in this, for there are some who feel called to a so-called “life of faith” which is little more than a dereliction of responsibility to provide for their families adequately, and which can include an element of laziness in practical hard work. We are all called to a true life of faith that walks closely with God, discerns His direction for our lives, and trusts Him for the provision needed when it is actually needed.
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[8] - THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN GOOD AND EVIL

Malachi 3:13-18: Your words have been stout against me, saith the LORD. Yet ye say, What have we spoken [so much] against thee? Ye have said, It [is] vain to serve God: and what profit [is it] that we have kept his ordinance, and that we have walked mournfully before the LORD of hosts? And now we call the proud happy; yea, they that work wickedness are set up; yea, [they that] tempt God are even delivered. Then they that feared the LORD spake often one to another: and the LORD hearkened, and heard [it], and a book of remembrance was written before him for them that feared the LORD, and that thought upon his name. And they shall be mine, saith the LORD of hosts, in that day when I make up my jewels; and I will spare them, as a man spareth his own son that serveth him. Then shall ye return, and discern between the righteous and the wicked, between him that serveth God and him that serveth him not. 

REFLECTION
This section is the final disputation between God and the people, and God states that their words have been stout against Him, or in the NIV, that they have said harsh things against Him. The form of the Hebrew word used here denotes much and frequent speaking, suggesting that this was not a one-off complaint by the people. 

God might have been offended by their words, but the people again have to ask in what way they have spoken against Him. It is a sad thing indeed when people do not even know when they are speaking against God, and even in the church sometimes such things occur. In these days of political correctness there are times when expediency seems to rule, so that the cutting edge of God’s word is not allowed free reign. God calls for His people to stand for the true word of God, even when it is not comfortable to do so.

Once more, God has to say that their words and attitudes are not inclined towards Him, for they have said that it is vain to serve God. In other words, no one considers it is worthwhile or important to serve God. This is especially sad given that they were God’s chosen people, with all of the benefits (and responsibilities) that went with that. Indeed, the fact that He draws attention to the problem shows that God cares enough about them to raise the issue. Too often in history God’s people, whether the Jews or the church, have followed the way of the world, and have found it too much effort, or too challenging, to follow the narrow way set before them by God.

The people have abandoned the ways of old that would have taught them about the value of serving God, for they see that evil people tend to prosper, with no apparent objection or response from God. They saw no value in keeping God’s commandments, or of mourning in grief at that which displeased God. A similar theme is found in Psalm 73:12-14. Instead, their values had become turned upside down, and they called the arrogant blessed. It is a sad state of affairs when a society reverses good and evil, so that the good are despised and the evil considered favoured and blessed. 

Perhaps even sadder is the delusion under which people such those being addressed by Malachi think that their defective and empty attempts at worship are what God is actually requiring of His people. The reference to walking mournfully in verse 14 probably implies that they had been wearing sackcloth and ashes in an outward show of penitence, so that the outer appearance was of sincerity. In reality, however, that was all that it was, merely appearance, and the heart was not affected. The people felt that because they had fasted and fulfilled their outward religious duties they would have earned favour from God, and in the absence of it, complained against Him. It does not work like that!

Perhaps more subtle is the gradual creep that has occurred in many western nations over recent years, in which that which God has forbidden has been allowed, and even promoted as something to be desired. This has been the case with attitudes to moral and sexual purity, homosexuality, abortion, honesty, and even the mingling of different religions as allegedly equally valid. 

In many part of the world, even in countries that claim to uphold freedom of religion and speech, it is no longer permissible to teach children the true gospel in schools, and this is thought to be a good and progressive thing. Such an attitude is an insult to God, confusing good and evil, and abandoning the good in the rush to pursue evil.

In many parts of the world, tolerance is the word of the day, and people are urged to be tolerant of others’ beliefs and lifestyles, but more often than not, the true born again Christians (and often the Jews too) are not tolerated by society, the values have become topsy-turvy, and what God hates is encouraged as good. In other parts of the world, harsh regimes prevail, and freedom of religion is still not allowed, so that Christians are again marginalised. So often Satan seems to have the victory, but God knows what is going on, and He will have the final word and the final victory. 

Whilst a society may abandon the word of God, and the distinction between good and evil, God never does, and He is not mocked. A man reaps what he sows, and at the final judgement there will be many who feel ashamed that they have not followed God’s ways during their time on earth. This is dealt with in the next chapter, and will be considered in more detail there. 

In this section, however, there are two groups of people – those who reject God’s ways, and those who accept them. This has been the dividing line of humanity throughout history, and Jesus will return to judge between the two. The urgent call is to respond to the claims of Christ while there is yet time, and although Malachi lived before Jesus, they were looking forward to the Messiah to come, in whom they could trust and who would deal with the ills of society.

Perhaps the alleged futility of serving God is highlighted in the often mentioned question as to why God allows suffering in this world. The issues for this are too deep and complex for a full discussion here, but we do need to remember that the fall of Adam introduced sin and suffering into the world; it was never part of God’s original design, even though He knew it would happen. 

Suffering on this earth may make serving him faithfully seem futile, but that is a short term view that takes no account of life after death, which will of course last for considerably longer than our brief sojourn on this earth. In some respects the presence of suffering shows mankind that there is a problem that needs to be dealt with, namely man’s sin. Things are not right, because of the fall, and the ensuing mortality that has befallen the human race highlights the need to get right with God and to follow Him faithfully. Faith is an essential ingredient if we are to live successfully on earth.

The passage moves on in verses 16-18, and those who do fear the Lord are mentioned. Note that the people feared the Lord, and honoured His name. There is a double aspect here, and a healthy fear and reverence for God is good. These people also honoured God’s name, for God is jealous for His name, and rightly so. In those days a person’s name represented his character, and God’s name and character need to be honoured by His people.

These people spoke together, and God heard what they said, and heeded it. In other words, God was eavesdropping on their conversation. It was worthwhile them fearing God because He took notice! They had heeded God’s word and feared Him, and God responded by taking note of what they said and did. They had a healthy balance of upward and horizontal fellowship, all honouring to God. If we have a healthy concept of the fact that God hears what we say, we will be different in what we do say. 

Even at a human level, there are times when we all change the content and manner of our conversation when someone else comes along, especially if we were already talking about them! So with God, He listens in on every conversation that we have, so we should use our words wisely. There is great reassurance in this, for many times our words can become prayers, and it is so good to know that God is always there when we want to pray to him and need a response from Him.

There is reward for faithful service, even though it might seem a long time coming at times. God does call us to faithfulness, and one of the tests of that is to go against the current tide of opinion for the sake of God’s word and the testimony that He calls us to make before a doubting world. God is no man’s debtor, and we can be assured of reward in heaven for faithful service on earth. Jesus, of course had much to say about this, and there are several parables on such a theme.

There is an important principle here, that God will always have a faithful remnant of people who stay true to Him. So often it is a lonely walk to follow God faithfully, but we are not alone. Elijah felt the same when he thought he was the only one who had not bowed the knee to Baal, but God told him that He had reserved 7,000 others who had not succumbed to Baal worship (1 Kings 19:18). God will always maintain a valid witness to His name on earth, even if it seems small at times. There will always be bright lights in the dark.

It is also worth noting that the people who feared the Lord spoke together. They were having fellowship together, sharing God’s word. Even in dark times, God’s people have always searched out other believers with whom to have fellowship, for God never intended His people to be alone. That is why we are told in Hebrews (10:25) not to give up meeting together, and all the more as we see the Day approaching. That theme fits well with our passage in Malachi, for the Day of Judgement is in view, when rewards and punishments will be allotted according to our relationship with God on earth.

To mark the faithfulness of those who do love and fear Him, God refers to a book of remembrance of those who feared Him, and thought on His name. This is a reasonably common theme in Scripture, and there are references to God keeping a book with the names of His people in several places, including Exodus 32:32; Psalm 69:28; Psalm 87:6 and Daniel 12:1 to mention a few. God will be completely accurate in His record keeping, and there will be no mistakes in the outcome from that. 

God, of course, does not need a book to help Him remember our service, whether good or bad, for God never forgets anything, but it is a way for us to understand that God does note and act upon how we have lived on this earth. The glory is that because of the work of Christ, God says that He will remember our sins no more. He never says that He will forget them (for He is omniscient), but He does promise not to remember them, or perhaps we might say that He will never call them to remembrance. They have been dealt with at the cross, and need no further judgement.

The book of Esther describes a practice that existed among ancient oriental emperors, who recorded history based upon how it reflected on them. They had scribes keep records of people they did not like, those who did them wrong etc. The emperor also kept a record of people who had acted responsibly, helpfully and honourably towards him. That practice actually ended up saving Mordecai’s life in the time of Esther. It seems that Malachi is referring to the same practice here, but from God’s perspective. Our heavenly Lord and Master keeps a record of those who honour Him and who are faithful in their service day by day. He will also reward them when they reach heaven according to the faithfulness of their service.

There are a number of reasons why it is important to be included in God’s book of remembrance. In the first place, it does show that God knows those who are his, and who honour and fear Him. There is reward for this, and it matters. Second, it is an honour to be in God’s book, for there He keeps a record of those who are part of His special people. Never take your salvation and your place in heaven for granted, it is a huge privilege and honour. Third, it shows that God notices how we live. We cannot escape His gaze, and nor should we want to.

God declares that such people are His, and will be His special possession when He moves to act in judgement. In that day, God will spare those who are that special possession, so that there will be a clear distinction between the righteous and the wicked. There is an eschatological theme in this section of the book, and the thoughts here are echoed in many other parts of Scripture. 

It is all too easy as believers to take for granted the fact that we are God’s people, and part of His family, but it is a truly wonderful thing that should fill our hearts with delight and gratitude. God promises here to make us His jewels, His treasured possession, something that is precious and valuable. 

More to the point, we will be those who adorn and beautify Him. This begs the question of whether our lives are such that they can be described as beautifying the Lord. The fact that we are described as His possession confirms that we are not our own; indeed we are bought with a price, and that is the precious blood of Jesus. We are His, and there is wonderful security in that, for none can pluck us out of His hand (John 10:28-29).

The second figure of speech that Malachi uses is to compare these faithful people to a man’s son, for God will spare them as a man spares his own son who serves him. Human fathers will do anything to protect and rescue their own children; how much more will God do that for His own. God cares deeply about His children, and as believers we will not be ashamed at His coming. The fact that God says that He will spare His children is glorious, but it equally implies that there will be those who will not be spared, and for whom the future prospect is bleak. We have a duty to share the good news while we can.

God does distinguish between those who serve Him, and those who do not. Some godless people may seem to get away with their sinful ways for a while, but the day of reckoning will come. History is moving towards a climax, and it is not oblivion because of a nuclear bomb, but the return of Jesus Christ as Lord of lords and King of kings. It is entirely worthwhile to plough our efforts onto serving God wholeheartedly while we have breath in our bodies, and may God preserve us from slipping to the point where we are tempted to feel that it is too much effort. 

Let us not judge before the time when God’s work is complete. It is in part to test our heart attitude to trust in God in spite of perplexing appearances, and in order to make our service less selfish, that the present blended state is allowed; but at last all will see the eternal difference there really is "between him that serves God and him that serves Him not"

It can often seem like too much trouble to live for Christ, to forgive those who hurt you and take advantage of you. Too often such people seem to get away with what they have done at your expense. God uses such experiences to help us grow more like Christ. God is taking such experiences and using them to produce the gold, silver and precious stones (1 Corinthians 3:12-15) that will be the mark of faithful service. Our material resources or power here on earth are not what matters before God, despite the fact that the world looks at such things. The world may blur the distinction between what is good and bad, but God will not, and He will distinguish between the two.
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The following steps to be taken when choosing to be among the remnant.

1. Make a clear understanding of God’s Word the priority - 1 Timothy 1:3-6, 4:6-16

2. Develop power in intercessory prayer which is exemplified in the ministry of Elijah - 1 Timothy 2:1-5

3. Stir up, develop and exercise your spiritual gift - 2 Timothy 1:6-7, 13,14,  2:15

4. Pursue purification and sanctification - 2 Timothy 2:19-22

5. Prepare for and expect persecution. - 2 Timothy 3:10-12

6. Develop endurance, spiritually, mentally and physically - 2 Timothy 2:1-3, 4:5

7. Live expectantly in the light of eternity - 2 Timothy 4:8

BOOKS

CHRISTIAN LIFE:  FRUIT OF THE SPIRIT

ROYAL FAMILY OF GOD

CHRISTIAN LIFE:  REWARDS AND CROWNS

1. Rewards and Salvation are carefully separated in the scriptures. Salvation is a free gift from God, rewards are for meritorious service in the power of the Spirit.

2. Salvation - a free gift to the lost. (Ephesians 2:8-9, Romans 6:23, John 4:10) - an everlasting possession. (John 3:36, John 5:24, John 6:47)

3. Rewards - to the saved who faithfully work for the Lord. (1 Corinthians 9:24, 25, Revelation 22:12) - distributed at the Judgment Seat of Christ. (1 Corinthians 3:11-15, 2 Corinthians 5:10, Romans 14:10)

4. Rewards as Crowns:-

a) The incorruptible crown - for faithfulness in exercising self control. (1 Corinthians 9:24-27)

b) The crown of glory - for faithfulness in suffering. (1 Peter 5:4)

c) The crown of life - for faithfulness under trial. (James 1:12, Revelation 2:10)

d) The crown of righteousness - for faithful testimony. (2 Timothy 4:8)

e) The crown of rejoicing - for faithful service. (1 Thessalonians 2:19, 20, Philippians 4:1

CHAPTER 4

[9] - THE DAY OF JUDGEMENT

Malachi 4:1-6: For, behold, the day cometh, that shall burn as an oven; and all the proud, yea, and all that do wickedly, shall be stubble: and the day that cometh shall burn them up, saith the LORD of hosts, that it shall leave them neither root nor branch. But unto you that fear my name shall the Sun of righteousness arise with healing in his wings; and ye shall go forth, and grow up as calves of the stall. And ye shall tread down the wicked; for they shall be ashes under the soles of your feet in the day that I shall do [this], saith the LORD of hosts. Remember ye the law of Moses my servant, which I commanded unto him in Horeb for all Israel, [with] the statutes and judgments. Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the LORD: And he shall turn the heart of the fathers to the children, and the heart of the children to their fathers, lest I come and smite the earth with a curse. 

REFLECTION
In this final short chapter in the book, Malachi looks forward to the time when God judges the world, sometimes referred to as the Day of the Lord. This is a real day that is coming, and we need to treat it seriously. As with the end of the last chapter, when God will distinguish between the good and evil, this will be a day of contrasts. The chapter starts with the bad news, that those who have embraced and followed evil as a way of life will be burned as stubble in a field. 

In England we no longer have stubble burning, but what is burnt is the part of the corn that is of no value. The corn itself has been harvested and is useful, but the stubble is good for nothing and is burnt. Note that nothing is left of these; root and branch are consumed. 

Many people throughout history have been puzzled as to the existence of evil in the world. Malachi does not deal with its origin, but he does deal with the end of it. When that day comes the unanswered questions about the suffering and evil in the world will be answered, and no one will be able to accuse God of acting wrongly or unfairly. We will then understand what might be a puzzle now. 

There will be a separation of good and evil, and the evil will be destroyed. This does not mean that there will be annihilation for the unbeliever, for there are many scriptures that speak of the ongoing torment that awaits those who reject Christ as their only means of salvation.

Those who do not accept Jesus as their Saviour have no “value” spiritually; of course, they are made in the image of God and as such are of infinite value, but in terms of fruit spiritually they are dead, and thus burnt up. Such people will have nothing of lasting value from their life’s efforts, for God looks for fruit in our lives resulting from work done genuinely and wholeheartedly for Him. Of course, Jesus Himself had much to say on this subject in His own ministry.

Malachi is a short book, but it uses one particular phrase 24 times. We have seen it many times so far, and have passed over it thus far without comment, but the phrase is “the Lord of Hosts.” It is easy to gloss over it as it almost passes into the background as a reference to God. However, the words mean that God, Jehovah, the almighty self-existent One is the Lord of armies. It is an awesome and powerful way of describing our God. He is the victorious Master of a mighty army – the angelic host arranged behind Him, and His servants in bright array, so that His foes will be swept away when He decides the time is right. Our awesome God deserves to be treated with respect.

These verses may seem strange in a book that started with God’s declaration of love for His people. Back at the beginning of the book Malachi said that it was because of God’s love that they were not consumed. God has tremendous patience, and He has delayed the judgement so that there is more time for people to repent. He gives these warnings to show that the Day is coming, so that people can take notice. Even difficulties and sickness can be a pointer to show that all is not right in the world, and that we need to turn to the One who is the solution to it all.

The dominant physical figure in these early verses of the chapter is one of heat. Malachi is of course writing in a part of the world where they would be familiar with deserts, and the unrelenting, scorching sun. In fact the word “proud” in verse 1 (and used earlier in Chapter 3) is also related to heat, and comes from a word that means to boil or seethe. When water is boiled, the resultant steam fills the room, covering everything. When food has been boiled, it often swells and becomes “puffed up”. As Christians we should avoid becoming puffed up with self-importance like that.

The theme of fire is one that often accompanies teaching on the Day of the Lord, and this features in the gospels and the letters. An example for this is 2 Peter 3:10, but there are many others. Sometimes fire in Scripture is natural, and sometimes it is supernatural. In the case of Moses and the burning bush (Exodus 3:2-3) it was possibly both, for the bush was physically burning but the fire was also supernaturally maintained without consuming the bush. 

God uses the analogy of fire to purify His own people, but also to consume His enemies. For the Jews, they have seen their city burnt in the past, but God will take vengeance on their behalf against their enemies and consume their adversaries. The presence of fire reminds us of the fiery furnace of Daniel’s day, (Daniel 3) when the soldiers stoking up the furnace were destroyed, but God’s three servants were untouched by the fire.

By contrast, for the believer, the day of judgement holds no fear for us. This is the other side of the coin, whereby we have the good news. Our sins have already been dealt with on the cross, and the judgement seat of Christ is more to determine reward in heaven, although even then there will be no dissatisfaction with our lot if we have a smaller reward, for in heaven there will be no disappointment or sorrow. So often the believers have had problems or deprivation in this life because of their faith, but now their faith will be shown to be of lasting and real value, despite the mockery that the world might give us now.

This new dawn is likened to calves in a stall, enjoying the warmth of the new day without any cares. The believers who have been downtrodden for years will now be free from the oppressor. The Sun of righteousness will arise with healing in its wings, for those who fear His name. When Jesus was physically present on earth He brought healing to many, partly because He is by nature compassionate and loving, and partly to authenticate his ministry as Messianic and to rebuke scoffers. God is still healing people through His mighty power, but we look to a day, spoken of here by Malachi, when there will be no healing needed, for Jesus will take away all disease and pain.

The phrase Sun of righteousness is a nameless reference to Jesus, and is the last Old Testament reference to Him. Obviously He could not be named as Malachi was still looking forward to His first coming, but it is interesting that almost the last verse of the Old Testament looks forward to Jesus. The last mention of Jesus in the New Testament is in Revelation 22:16, where Jesus is called the Bright Morning Star, so both Testaments end their teaching on Jesus with brightness and light, for indeed He is the light of the world. As the Sun of righteousness, He also gives warmth, to melt our hearts and draw us to Him. Furthermore, the coming of the Sun, and the Bright Morning Star, heralds the end of night. When Jesus comes, the darkness of sin will disappear, and as Revelation 22:5 tells us, there is no night in the New Jerusalem.

The calves are young and frisky, and most commonly are born in the spring, when there is newness and freshness in the world. Certainly for many parts of the world, there is a sense of new life and hope in the spring, after the dark and cold of winter. With the dawn of this new era, there is health and healing, and the hope and optimism that come from new growth and warmer weather.

The new-born calf has here been restricted to a stall overnight, or during bad weather. It is eager to be out in the fields, and when the day breaks it is let out, giving the new hope and freedom that it longs for. So with us, when that glorious day comes, we will experience in fullness the new life that we taste here on earth, and we will know the reality of the presence of Christ with us on this earth. We should surely have a joyful anticipation for that day, not approach it with dread.

The passage continues in verse 3, saying that “you” will tread down the wicked, for they will be ashes under the soles of your feet. Whilst there may still be a reference to the calves, it seems that the sense of the sentence relates back to those who fear the Lord’s name. The temptation here is for Christians to become belligerent and think that they can attack their enemies and trample them down. However, note that the enemies are already ashes, so the Lord’s judgement upon the unbelievers has already occurred.  This does not give us a mandate to attack our enemies, who Jesus says we should love.

Like the skipping calves that have been released from the stall, there is no trampling to destruction, but a rejoicing and delight in the freedom from the restrictions of evil. It may well be that the treading down relates to the making of wine (it can mean “squeeze out”), which is something for a festive time. The ashes of evil might be there, but it is a time for celebration for the people of God. 

Recalling the previous chapter when we saw the book of remembrance, we can see that even the smallest act of kindness done for good will be recorded forever, but the most high-handed act of wickedness will become a pile of ashes to be stepped on and remembered no more. God will put right the injustices that currently plague our world!

The vital question for each person is which category of people will you be in? The choice is stark, but the consequences are eternal and grave. Richard Bewes (who was my Vicar when I was young) made the comment that the difference between Christianity and the other religions is a four letter word. With every other religion it is “do, do, do”. With Christianity it is “done, done, done.” Jesus has paid the price for us and our salvation is complete – just before He died Jesus said, “It is finished!” There was nothing more that He could do, but we all have to choose whether to accept what He has done for us.

In verse 4 Malachi moves on to the Law of Moses. Sitting alongside verse 5, where he refers also to Elijah, he is making reference to the Law and the Prophets, the two main arms of the Old Testament through which God made known His ways for mankind. The Law served to establish the way of life in Israel in relationship with God. The prophets were the conscience of Israel, calling the people back from the error of their ways to true commitment to God. The Law also pointed forward in numerous ways to the Messiah to come, and Malachi draws attention to the Law in the same passage as he refers to the Day of the Lord. We also cannot fully understand the New Testament without a good grasp of the Old Testament Law.

At the giving of the Law God gave His instructions for living to the Israelites, and there were signs from God, including fire and smoke. The Law established for all time the fundamental relationship between God and Israel. Malachi then leaps across time to the coming of “Elijah” prior to the coming of the Lord, when again there will be fire at the judgement. In the gospels, 

Jesus identifies John the Baptist as coming in the spirit and power of Elijah, so there was a sense in which John the Baptist fulfilled this verse. The Jews rejected the ministry of Jesus (and to a large extent they rejected John too), so Jesus will return in power and glory, although before He does so there will be a further ministry of Elijah before then (probably as one of the two witnesses of Revelation 11).

There was the comparison here between the two, but Malachi was also saying that they were to remember the Law, with all of its statutes and decrees for living from God, including its judgements. God has graciously given us His word, so that we know how He wants us to live, and we are to note it and obey it. We should never take God’s word for granted; it is a precious gift that we need to treasure. The Law was not intended to be a burden, but it is a gift that could and should lead to fullness of life.

The Law further shows us what Jesus had to do to save us. No one before Him had fully kept the Law, yet Jesus promised (Matthew 5:17) to fulfil it. Jesus kept and fulfilled the Law because He was sinless, and obedient to His Father. When Jesus hung on the cross and declared “It is finished!” He used an expression from the old market place, meaning “Paid in full.” Jesus had done all that the Law required, and achieved our salvation.

The closing verse of the book describes the ministry of the foretold Elijah, that he would turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the children to their fathers. The ministry will be one of reconciliation, and it is pertinent that this ministry is to occur before the return of Christ. Paul makes reference to the disobedience of children to their parents as one of the signs of the last days (see Romans 1:30; 2 Timothy 3:2), and this is something that God’s messenger will seek to reverse. 

The cohesion of families is of course something that God loves, for family life is the building block of society and is a God-given institution. The prophet will come to seek to put things right before the coming of the Lord, to prepare the way for it. Indeed, it can be said that John did not “complete” his ministry at Jesus’ first coming, for there was no significant reunion of fathers and sons at that time. The Lord is returning and it seems Elijah will have a future role.

John the Baptist called people to repentance in his day, and the coming “Elijah” will do the same. John would be the Lords’ messenger, just as Malachi lived up to his name of “messenger” in his own day. When Elijah was on earth in his own lifetime, he called the people back to God with his words, his miracles, and perhaps especially through the contest with the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel. The conclusion then was that “The Lord, He is God!”

The Jews have historically expected the coming of Elijah again (after all, he didn’t suffer physical death), and he has often been mentioned by Jews in their grace after meals “May God in His mercy send the prophet Elijah”. Elijah’s name also appeared in the circumcision ceremony, and during the Passover meal a cup of wine was poured for him. He was expected to come, and in Jesus’ day he was seen on the mount of transfiguration with Jesus, and Moses.

It is surely no coincidence that the final word of the Old Testament is “curse”. This is the fearful term applied by the Jews to the extermination of the guilty Canaanites. It is in contrast to the declaration of love right at the beginning of the book of Malachi, but it also echoes the introduction of the curse that came at the fall of Adam in Genesis 3. 

The final verse, however, is primarily a verse of hope, of Elijah turning peoples’ hearts towards each other, of harmony. Those who would respond to this ministry would endorse and practise the harmony spoken of, but for those who would reject the message there would be a curse. This, of course, is the heart of the gospel; those who accept Jesus as Lord and Saviour will know the joy of fellowship with Him and other believers. Those who reject remain under the curse that will result in eternal damnation. 
It was the love of God at the beginning of the book that was the reason that Israel was not consumed. It is still God’s love that holds back the coming judgement, but the Day of the Lord is coming, and those who reject His love will be under His curse. The sad fact of life is that the curse is essentially self inflicted, for God has provided the way of salvation for all who would accept His gift of life. This is the challenge to all people, and for the church to proclaim that this news is indeed “very good.”
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