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Malachi

The book of Malachi is a fitting end to the story of the Old Testament. In it, the condition of the people is revealed, and their continual rebellion against God is recounted. One old writer had described Malachi as being “…like a late evening, which brings a long day to a close; but he is also the morning dawn, which bears a glorious day in its womb.”

Little of anything is known of the author, and even his name is debated. The Hebrew word malak means “God’s messenger”, and is translated as such in 3:1. There is some speculation as to whether or not Malachi is a title given to an anonymous prophet rather than a given name.

His prophecy seems clearly post-exilic, and seems to fall somewhat later than the ministries of Ezra and Nehemiah. Most set the date for his prophecy somewhere around 400 B.C. 

Malachi clearly closes the curtain on the old covenant, begins the intermission of the inter-testament period, and sets the stage for the ushering in of the new covenant through Jesus Christ.

Mark Dever points to the appropriateness Malachi’s placement in that it reveals the fact that, “No external circumstances will change the hearts of human beings. Selfishness ruled as sovereignly in the temple grounds of post-exile Jerusalem as it did when Adam and Eve listened to the serpent.”

The return to Jerusalem, the rebuilding of the Temple, and the restoration of the Levitical worship were not sufficient to once and for all turn the hearts of the people toward Jehovah. As Malachi proclaims the righteous demands of the Lord, and calls the people to repentance, more than ever before it is obvious that something must happen, nay, Someone must come, if Israel is to be finally saved.

In surveying the last of the Minor Prophets, and the conclusion of the Old Testament, we note first of all that:

I. MALACHI CONFRONTS THE PEOPLE WITH THEIR SPIRITUAL DECLINE

The effects of the revival under Ezra and Nehemiah had obviously subsided by the time God spoke His word through Malachi. As you read through Malachi you find the prophet confronting the people with a number of moral and spiritual lapses.

Malachi’s style is unique among the prophetic writers. The whole book is one continuous oracle, written in a conversational style, containing several dialogues and disputations between the prophet and the people. 

There are six sections following essentially the same pattern. First a charge is made, and then that charge is challenged or questioned. This is followed by the prophet explaining exactly how the people are guilty of the particular charge.

“Malachi faced the problems of poverty, oppression, and unfaithfulness to marriage and covenant vows. Moral and spiritual laxity, pride, indifference, permissiveness, and skepticism were rife.”

As you read through the book, you find Malachi confronting the people in three particular areas. First of all:


A. They were superficial

Throughout much of the first two chapters, Malachi has the priests in view. Apparently, a superficial formalism had fallen upon the priestly office and its duties. 

Malachi confronts them with offering “polluted bread” (1:7), and tainted, deficient sacrifices (1:8). He questions them saying, “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.”

Along with these careless duties, the priests had apparently grown bored and tired of their responsibilities. In 1:13, we read, “Ye said also, Behold, what a weariness is it! and ye have snuffed at it, saith the LORD of hosts…”

“The outward or grosser kind of idolatry had been rendered thoroughly distasteful to the people by the sufferings of the exile; and its place was taken by the more refined idolatry of dead-work righteousness, and trust in the outward fulfillment of the letter of the divine commands, without any deeper confession of sin, or penitential humiliation under the word and will of God.”

-C.F. Keil

Malachi spoke to the weak formalism and ritualism of the priests and confronted them with the fact that God would judge them, irrespective of their office and national heritage.

In Malachi’s confrontation, we see not only that the people were superficial, but also:


B. They were skeptical

In several places throughout the book, Malachi quotes the words, or at least the mentality of the people. These lines reveal a skepticism about God and His Word that had settled upon the land.

In verse 2, Malachi affirms God’s love for the people, and yet they ask, “Wherein hast thou loved us?” 

When the people are called to return to the Lord, they respond in 3:7 by saying, “Wherein shall we return?”
In 3:14, the people are quoted as saying, “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?”

The excitement of the remnant that rebuilt the Temple, and heard Haggai and Zechariah predict the glory of that house is absent in the crowd to whom Malachi preached. The optimism of those days had given way to a skepticism that can be seen in the Saducees in the New Testament.

As Malachi confronts the people, he points out not only the fact that they were superficial, and skeptical, but also:


C. They were selfish

The sense of community that had led the people to give sacrificially at the preaching of Haggai is absent in Malachi as the people’s sinful selfishness is evident in their behaviors.

In 2:10, they are indicted for “dealing treacherously” with their brothers. The marriage covenant had been abandoned as men “put away” (2:11,14) their wives in order to marry “strange” women. 

In chapter 3, the selfishness of the people is evident as they are condemned for “robbing” God by withholding His tithes (3:8).

“The entire world belonged to God, and his people were supposed to acknowledge His ownership through their giving and their trust in his continual provision. Their sacrifices and tithes, then, were what God used to teach them to worship him with their whole selves.”

-Mark Dever

The issue was not that God needed their money. It was that God demanded their submission. By selfishly breaking the laws that inconvenienced them, and withholding what rightfully belonged to God, they people were in danger of God’s judgment.

In surveying this prophecy, we see not only that Malachi confronts the people with their spiritual decline, but we note also that:

II. MALACHI CALLS THE PEOPLE TO A SINCERE DEDICATION

While Malachi is condemning in its tone, its aim is not simply condemnation. Malachi persistently calls on the people to repent, and to return to the Lord with their hearts.

“…from beginning to end this little book is AN APPEAL – a powerful, passionate, pleading appeal – an appeal to repent of sin and to return to God – an appeal accompanied by rich promise if the people respond, and by stern warning if they refuse.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

The call of Malachi was to repent and be blessed, or refuse and be judged. It was a message preached to Israel that has application to all nations. “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 (1:11).”

There are two grounds upon which Malachi called the people to repent, and to follow the Lord with a sincere dedication. First of all, Malachi pleaded with them on the basis of:


A. The character of the Lord

The opening words of the prophecy are, “I have loved you, saith the LORD (1:2).” Malachi begins his plea by reminding the people of Jehovah’s steadfast love for them.

Throughout the prophecy Malachi reiterates the goodness of God, along with His justice and judgment. In 2:5, the God’s covenant with Levi is cited. “My covenant was with him of life and peace…” In 3:6, Malachi refers to the immutable nature of God. “For I am the LORD, I change not…” 

Jehovah calls upon His people, saying, “Return unto me…” This appeal is grounded in the truths of His character and nature.

Malachi reminds us that the greatest motivation for serving God and for coming to Him is simply the truth of who He is. His character makes Him worthy of the praise and submission of all men.

Chapter one closes with a powerful declaration. Through His prophet the Lord speaks and says, “…I am a great King, saith the LORD of hosts, and my name is dreadful among the heathen (1:14).”

Malachi pleads with the people, not only based upon the character of the Lord, but also, based upon:


B. The coming of the Lord

The last two chapters of Malachi look forward to a coming day in which the Lord will visit His people again. This is a familiar theme in prophetic literature, however, in Malachi, the visitation is not all positive for Israel. 

Malachi announces a “messenger” who will prepare the way for the Lord, and then he asks in 3:2, “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.”

Lulled into a false sense of national security based on promises given to Israel, the people of Malachi’s day had relaxed themselves spiritually, convinced that “the Day of the Lord” would only be blessing for the nation of Israel.

Malachi assures them that when the Day of the Lord came, He would judge all of the wicked, including those among His own people. In 3:5, we read, “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.”

The coming of the Lord was used by Malachi not only to shake those that were wicked, but also to comfort those who were waiting. In 4:2, it says, “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.”

Malachi appeals to all the people to live with a sincere dedication. He says in 4:4, “Remember ye the law of Moses my servant, which I commanded unto him in Horeb for all Israel, with the statutes and judgments.”

Malachi closes his prophecy with a reference to the “day of the Lord.” He says, in 4:5, “Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the LORD:”

We see in this verse, once again, the double vision of much of the minor prophet’s writings. In this verse there is a reference to the “messenger” who would prepare the way for the Lord – John the Baptist. However, there is also a reference to another, still prophetic day (Rev. 11). 

The prophecy of Malachi, and with it the Old Testament, closes leaving the people of that looking for the coming of the Messiah. Likewise, we too read these words with anticipation of His coming as well – His second coming.

“And so it is today. They who fear and love Jehovah-Jesus speak one to another amid the closing decades of the present age, comforting one another with the words, ‘He is coming!’”

-J. Sidlow Baxter
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