MALACHI

TITLE

The title is derived from the prophecy’s author, Malachi.  With this last work in the Minor Prophets, God closes the Old Testament canon historically and prophetically.

CONTENT

In six disputes with His people, Yahweh warns them of future judgements and promises redemption to the faithful.

AUTHOR AND DATE

Some have suggested that the book was written anonymously, noting that the name “Malachi,” (meaning “my messenger”) could be a title rather than a name.  The name occurs nowhere else in the Old Testament, nor is any background material provided about the author.  However, since all other prophetic books have historically identified their author in the introductory heading, this suggests that Malachi was indeed the name of the last Old Testament prophet in Israel.  Jewish tradition identifies him as a member of the Great Synagogue that collected and preserved the Scriptures. 

Looking at internal evidence exclusively, the date of the prophecy points to the late 5th century, most likely during Nehemiah’s return to Persia c. 433-424BC (cf. Nehemiah 5:14; 13:6).  Sacrifices were being made at the second temple (1:7-10; 3:8), which was finished in 516BC 
(cf. Ezra 6:13-15).  Many years had passed since then as the priests had become increasingly complacent and corrupt (1:6 – 2:9).  Malachi’s reference to “governor” (1:8) means a Persian governor was ruling Judah through the time Nehemiah was revisiting Persia (Nehemiah 13:6), while his own emphasis on the law (4:4) coincides with a similar focus by Ezra and Nehemiah
(cf. Ezra 7:14, 25,26;  Nehemiah 8:18).  They shared other concerns as well, such as marriages to foreign wives (2:11-15; cf. Ezra 9,10; Nehemiah 13:23-27), withholding of tithes (3:8-10; cf. Nehemiah 13:10-14), and social injustice (3:5; cf. Nehemiah 5:1-13). So what angered Nehemiah became the catalyst for Malachi’s prophesying.  Nehemiah came to Jerusalem in 445BC to rebuild the wall, and returned to Persia in 433BC.  He later returned to Judah (c. 424BC) to deal with the sins Malachi described (Nehemiah 13:6).  So it is likely that Malachi was written during the period of Nehemiah’s absence, almost a century after Haggai and Zechariah began to prophesy.

BACKGROUND AND SETTING

Only 50,000 exiles had returned to Judah from Babylon (538 – 536BC).  The temple had been rebuilt under the leadership of Zerubbabel (516BC) and the sacrificial system renewed. Ezra had returned in 458BC followed by Nehemiah in 445BC.  After being back in the land of Palestine for only a century, the ritual of the Jews’ religious routine led to a hard-heartedness toward God’s great love for them and to widespread departure from His law by both people and priest.  Malachi rebuked and condemned these abuses, forcefully indicting the people, and calling them to repentance. When Nehemiah returned from Persia the second time (c. 424BC) he vigorously rebuked them for these abuses in the temple and priesthood, for the violation of the Sabbath rest, and for the unlawful divorce of their Jewish wives so they could marry Gentile women (Nehemiah 13).

As over 2,000 years of Old Testament history since Abraham concluded, none of the glorious promises of the Abrahamic and Davidic covenants had been fulfilled in their ultimate sense.  Although there had been high points in Israel’s history (eg. Joshua, David, Josiah), the Jews had seemingly lost all opportunity to receive God’s favour.  Less than 100 years after returning from captivity, they had sunk to a depth of sin paralleling the depth that brought on the Assyrian and Babylonian deportations.  Beyond this, the long anticipated Messiah had not arrived and did not seem in sight.

So Malachi wrote the capstone prophecy of the Old Testament in which he delivered God’s message of judgement on Israel for their  continuing sin, and God’s promise that one day in the future, when the Jews would repent, the Messiah would be revealed and God’s covenant promises would be fulfilled.  There was to be over 400 years of divine silence before another prophet arrived with a message from God; that was John the Baptist proclaiming “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matthew 3:2).  The Messiah had come.

EMPHASES

Yahweh is a covenant-keeping God and requires the same of His people; God’s people show disdain for Him by their apathy and moral and spiritual decline;  God will judge His people in justice for their half-hearted obedience.

OVERVIEW

Malachi’s oracle comes by way of six disputes between Yahweh and His people, all having the same root cause: in a time of spiritual disillusionment, Israel has grown weary of Yahweh and of keeping His covenant.  The disputes come in two sets of three.  The first set takes up the basic issue – their complaint that Yahweh does not love them (1:2-5), and Yahweh’s “complaint” that they have shown contempt for Him (1:6 – 2:9; 2:10-16).  In the second set, Yahweh twice takes up their complaint that He has done nothing about evil and injustice (2:17 – 3:5; 3:13-4:3).  These two bracket Yahweh’s exposing their own form of injustice (3:6-12).  At the same time, they affirm that the great day of Yahweh will come indeed (3:1-4; 3:17-4:3).  The book concludes (4:4-6) with words about the law (Moses) and the prophets (Elijah).

UNDERSTANDING MALACHI

Malachi’s book is a graphic indicator of the moral and spiritual apathy of the time, which expressed itself in various forms of contempt for Yahweh and the covenant.  In fact, most of the sins mentioned in Malachi are also mentioned in Ezra and Nehemiah – mixed marriages (Malachi 2:11-15 / Ezra 9,10 / Nehemiah 13:23-27); failure to tithe (Malachi 3:8-10 / Nehemiah 13:10-14);  corrupt priests (Malachi 1:6 – 2:9 / Nehemiah 13:1-9) and social injustice (Malachi 3:5 / Nehemiah 5:1-13).

This general malaise and contempt for the covenant probably account in part for the unique form and structure of Malachi.  Each of the disputes tends to follow the same pattern:

· declaration: the issue announced by Yahweh

· the people’s question: basically taking the form of “how so?”

· Yahweh’s response: reminding them of His past or coming actions, or revealing their actions that show contempt

These disputes function as a wake up call in a time of disillusionment (3:14) when the returnees from Babylon felt generally abandoned by Yahweh.  So rather than a court setting (as in Hosea and Micah), Yahweh challenges them by means of declaration, question and explanation.

There is a kind of progression to the disputes.  They begin with Israel’s questioning Yahweh’s love (= compassion for and loyalty to them).  To this, Yahweh responds that not only does He indeed love them (look what I did to Edom), but that there is plenty of evidence that they do not love Yahweh, evidence in the form of contempt for the covenant by priests and people alike (offering blemished animals in sacrifice, and divorce and intermarriage with pagans).  The final three disputes start the cycle again.  Feeling abandoned by Yahweh, the people speak cynically about the prosperity of those who practice injustice. But, Yahweh responds, they themselves practice injustice by withholding tithes, the means of livelihood for the Levites and of provision for the poor (Numbers 18:21-32; Deuteronomy 14:28,29).  In the final set, there are also assurances of God’s coming justice – both judgement of the wicked and salvation of the (new) righteous remnant.

So, at the end of the Old Testament (by way of the Septuagint) are prophetic words that Jesus and the New Testament writers see as speaking about His coming.  Not only will God send His “messenger, who will prepare the way before (Him)” so that “the Lord you are seeking will come to His temple” (3:1) but the final two words speak of Moses and Elijah, who make their appearance with Jesus on the Mount of Transfiguration.

MALACHI’S PROPHECY                                              CONFIRMED IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

Christ comes, as the Messenger of the covenant         Christ cleanses the temple (John 2:14-17)                         
to His Temple (3:1) and purifies His people (3:3)         and sacrifices Himself for His people (Hebrews 13:12)

 His coming brings judgement (4:1)                               Those whose names are not written in the book of life

                                                                                       are cast into the lake of fire (Revelation 20:11-15)

As the Sun of Righteousness, Christ heals His             Christ heals the multitudes; ultimately all sickness

people (4:2)                                                                   will pass away (Matthew 12:15; Revelation 21:4)

His forerunner prepares the way for the coming            John the Baptist announces Christ (Matthew 11:10-14)   

of the Lord (3:1;4:5)

These notes have drawn heavily on “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.262-264) and to a lesser extent:

· “The MacArthur Bible Handbook” by J. MacArthur (Thomas Nelson Publishers 2003, pp.273-277)

· “Jensen’s Survey of the Old Testament” by I.L. Jensen (Moody Bible Institute 1978, pp.467-472)

MALACHI

1:1  Heading
As with Joel, Malachi’s heading tells us almost nothing of the prophet or his times

1:2 – 5  First Dispute: on Yahweh’s Love
The first dispute sets both the tone and the structure for the rest. Yahweh does love them. How? By His hating ( = rejecting; allying Himself against) their “brother,” but ancient foe, Edom (and so fulfilling Obadiah’s prophecy)

1:6 – 2:9  Second Dispute: on Offering Unacceptable Sacrifices
The basic issue is set forth in 1:6 – the priests do not love ( = they show contempt for) Yahweh. How? By offering Yahweh blemished animals (cf. Leviticus 22:17-25) that they would not dare offer even a governor. Better to close down the temple altogether than to show such disloyalty (1:10-14) which also dishonours Yahweh’s name among the nations. The dispute concludes with strong admonitions for the priests to change their ways

2:10 – 16  Third Dispute: on Intermarriage and Divorce
The form changes slightly here. Malachi now speaks for God (v.10) as the dispute turns to the people themselves – over intermarriage with pagans (vs.11,12) and so breaking covenant with Yahweh ( = capitulation to idolatry). The issue of divorce (vs.13-16) is related ( = breaking covenant with a Jewish wife to marry a local non-Jewish woman)

2:17 – 3:5  Fourth Dispute: on Wearying Yahweh with Words
In their present malaise the people (cynically) call evil people good and ask them about justice. Yahweh’s answer is twofold (1) the Lord whom they seek will come suddenly to His temple – as a refining fire (3:1-3a) (2) His coming will result in both acceptable sacrifices at the temple (back to 1:6-2:9) and judgement against all forms of injustice (3:3b-5) 

3:6 – 12  Fifth Dispute: on Returning to Yahweh
This dispute follows closely on what was said at the end of the previous one. They themselves must return to Yahweh (vs.6,7). How? By stopping their own form of injustice – withholding the tithe (food which was given to the Levites and the poor). Only then can the curse for covenant disloyalty be removed, so that the nation will again see God’s blessing on His people (cf. Genesis 12:3)  

3:13 – 4:3  Sixth Dispute: on Speaking Harshly about Yahweh
This final dispute both concludes the second set of three and the whole series. It explains why the first dispute was necessary. The people have been saying harsh things about Yahweh – that it is futile to serve Him, and that in any case the arrogant prosper, while those who consider themselves as righteous do not (3:13-15; cf. dispute 4). The final answer indicates that God will indeed divide the house – the arrogant will be judged (4:1) – and the “sun of righteousness will rise” for the righteous (4:2,3)

4:4 – 6  Two Appended Words: the Law and the Prophets (Moses and Elijah) 
Malachi concludes with Moses (the Law) and Elijah (the Prophets). The people are urged to keep the covenant of law; they can anticipate the coming of a second Elijah who will precede the coming of the great day of Yahweh

These notes are a full summary of “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D .Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.258-261)
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