MALACHI

This morning, we conclude our series on ‘the Minor prophets’ of the O.T. 

Malachi is the last of the O.T. prophets, both in his position in the Bible and in his moment in history. After Malachi, there is a gap of 4.5 centuries before the next great prophet on the scene: John the Baptist. 

As a teacher of literature, I have always found that a sense of historical context is valuable in understanding past writing. This must be even more the case when dealing with the words of a prophet responding to the issues of his own time. Ron has provided us with a useful time-line (below me here in the pulpit) and I hope that you will forgive me if I spend a few moments reminding us of information some of which has already been shared earlier in this series. I’m going to do this quickly but I am going to take us far back into the past.

You will recall how the Israelites asked God for a king. They got Saul, who was a mixed blessing (in the end, more mixed than blessing!), followed by the great kings, David and Solomon. After Solomon, the Israelites were prosperous, complacent and, increasingly, apostate. There were internal quarrels and these resulted in the division of the kingdom in about 975 B.C.  The 10 tribes of Israel settled in the north, under King Jeroboam and the two tribes of Judah (Judah and Benjamin) settled in the south, under King Rehoboam, with Jerusalem as their capital and the holy temple as their responsibility. 

Thus it remained for 2.5 centuries. During the 8th Century B.C. however, the super-power of Assyria developed in the Middle East. In 721 B.C., the Assyrians conquered Israel (the northern kingdom) and the people were deported to Nineveh, never to return. They are often referred to as the 10 lost tribes of Israel’ and the dramatic savagery of their obliteration is vividly imagined by the poet Byron as he describes ‘the Destruction of Sennacherib’:-

‘The Assyrian came down like a wolf on the fold

And his cohorts were gleaming in purple and gold; 

And the sheen of their spears was like stars on the sea,

When the blue wave rolls nightly on deep Galilee.’ 

The southern kingdom of Judah continued for a further 135 years. However, as was explained by AAVR last week, eventually they became embroiled in the political upheaval which resulted from the three great powers of the region competing for hegemony: Assyria, Egypt and the ambitiously emergent Babylon. King Josiah of Judah, who was in other respects a good king, made a fatal misjudgement and, although Assyria was in decline, Judah was defeated by the Assyrian ally, Egypt at the Battle of Megiddo in 609 B.C. This was a catastrophe for Judah but, more significant for the region as a whole, was the Battle of Carshemish four years later when the Babylonians conquered the Assyrian empire and took Nineveh. 

In 586 B.C., the Babylonians conquered Judah, raising Jerusalem and Solomon’s magnificent temple to the ground and deporting in stages the Jews to what was now called Babylon. The great Babylonian emperor who took over was Nebuchadnezzar, about whom we read in the O.T. Book of Daniel. Those of us who know Verdi’s opera, ‘Nabucco’ will know the celebrated ‘chorus of the Hebrew Slaves’, based upon the opening of the post-Davidic Psalm 137:-

‘By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down and wept when we remembered Zion’,

echoed by T.S.Eliot in his great poem, ‘The Waste Land’, in 1922,

‘By the waters of Leman I sat down and wept’,

comparing the situation of the Ancient Jews to the migrating hordes crossing Europe in the aftermath of WW1 and the Russian Revolution, and substituting the Lake of Geneva for the Tigris and the Euphrates, as the world tried to pull itself together with the founding of the League of Nations. 

However, the Babylonian Empire was relatively short-lived and when the Emperor Cyrus overthrew the Babylonians and founded the Persian dynasty in 538 B.C., the exiled Jews experienced a more favourable dispensation. Cyrus issued a decree that the temple in Jerusalem should be rebuilt and the Jews were free to return to their homeland in Judah. 

This brings us to the time of the prophet Malachi. He was probably writing in about 460 B.C., shortly before the great Persian Emperor, Artaxerxes, sent the high priest, Ezra, and the royal cup-bearer, Nehemiah, back to organise the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem. The Jews had returned from exile during the reign of Cyrus and had rebuilt the Temple, albeit without the scale and splendour of that constructed nearly 500 years earlier by Solomon. However, things had gone badly. They were surrounded by enemies and rival tribes, as is vividly described for us in the O.T.  Book of Nehemiah. To add to their woes, there was a period of drought, poor harvests and famine. We hear in Malachi that they had begun to doubt the love and justice of God, wondering if there was, after all, any profit in obeying His commandments. 

This, then, is the situation which Malachi is addressing. As with the other O.T.  prophets, he insists that the Jews have no grounds for complaining to God because of their sinfulness. There was the corrupt worship of the priests, for example. They were irreverent and perfunctory in their temple duties. They gave a bad lead to the people who brought blemished offerings to God, even after promising good ones. Sins of all kinds prevailed among the people generally: sorcery, adultery, dishonesty, oppression of the weak. How, Malachi asks, could they expect to prosper when indulging in such practices? Malachi condemns the sins and, in true prophetic mode, summons the people to repentance. He reminds them of the greatness of God and of the dangerous apostasy of trifling with Him. He points out that God’s decrees and judgments are irresistible even while His love is holy and unchanging. He promises ‘the great and dreadful day of the Lord’, bringing both salvation and judgment. As elsewhere in the prophetic scriptures, Malachi points towards a future apocalypse. St Augustine described such writing with admirable succinctness when he declared that ‘the New Testament is concealed in the Old and the Old Testament is revealed in the New.’ 

Now, what is the relevance of all this for us in the church today? I shall select some of Malachi’s observations and suggest that things have, sadly, changed less than we might have hoped. 

In C.1.v.6,  Malachi tells his listeners that God requires them to honour Him. We hear that the Jews were bringing God ‘blemished sacrifices’; they were inadequate in their giving and in their service. Now- let us ask ourselves: do we bring the same spirit of generosity to God as we do to, say, our family and friends? Are we as courteous to God as we are to our fellow human beings? Do we thank Him when, for example, He favours us with answered prayer? We are told in v.11 to remember God’s greatness. ‘My name will be great among the nations’, He declares. Would we be casual if we met the Queen? How much less so, then, when we have audience with ‘the author and finisher of our faith’, ‘the Alpha and Omega’, ‘the first and the last’, the creator of the universe and He who will decree its apocalyptic finale. Do we find Christian obligations a ‘burden’ and complain, as the Jews were doing here? Well, we should remember the totality of Jesus’ sacrifice on the Cross, next time we start feeling hard done by. (And I certainly include myself in that implied rebuke). 

In C.1., v.10, Malachi makes it clear to the Jews that salvation does not come through ritual. This certainly has relevance in the Christian church today. It is true, of course, that many Catholics recognise the importance of a personal faith and all mainstream Christian denominations insist upon the centrality of the Atonement and the Resurrection. However, there are Catholics (both Roman and Anglican) who believe that attendance at Mass, the receipt of the Sacrament (understood in terms of Transubstantiation) and the ritualistic act of Confession to a priest, makes everything all-right. Thus the Church takes on responsibility for you; you have exercised the appropriate ritual, in however perfunctory a manner. Not so. Expiation for ‘our manifold sins and wickedness’ is not achieved in that way. The Reformation pointed out the Biblical doctrine of ‘the priesthood of all believers’. No priest and no church can take on our sins for us. We must bring them to God ourselves. 

In C.2, the ecclesiastical authorities come in for a bashing from Malachi. In v.8, he accuses the priests of ‘turning from the way and by your teaching causing many to stumble.’ Well- our time has hardly been free from false and ineffectual teaching. Consider, for example, the much trumpeted ‘decade of evangelism’. It was a flop. Why? Because the C of E was encouraging every-one to get all their friends and neighbours to go to church instead of directly addressing them to the Gospel of Christ as the means of salvation through faith after repentance. Nowadays, we have the agitation over women priests and the blessing of gay partnerships. Well, these are issues to be discussed, of course, but the Devil is so clever at making these matters central to the church’s consciousness. These things hit the news instead of the message of repentance and salvation. Do we read in the press the fact that 10,000 people in China become Christians every day and that there are now 100 million believing Christians in that country- one person in 13, despite the clumsy attempts of the authorities to prevent it? Did the British press give any coverage to the fact that 11,000 young people attended ‘Soul Survivor’ this summer on four different occasions: 44,000 in all? I don’t really blame the secular press, because the church authorities make nothing of this. They are too often far more concerned with peripheral matters than with the central message of repentance and salvation. In Malachi c.2 c.9, we hear what happens to a church like this. Malachi tells us that ‘it is despised and humiliated before all the people’. Well, those are words that would pretty accurately describe the attitude to the Church of the materialistic, secular community within which we live: ‘despised and humiliated.’ 

In C.2 v. 11, we hear that Judah had ‘desecrated the sanctuary the Lord loves’ by having truck with foreign gods.’ Well, the apostasy of universalism is certainly alive and well today. We’ve all heard it. The metaphor which is often used is that of a mountain, with the members of different religions ascending to the same summit by different paths but all reaching the same goal at the summit. Well, let us just deal with the monotheistic religions without going further afield. Like most of us, I have met and dealt with many very nice Jewish and Moslem people but we don’t believe in the same thing. Moslems do not accept Jesus as the Son of God. To them, he is a major prophet; that is not the same thing. Jews do not accept Him as the Messiah for who they had been waiting. Christians, of course, insist that He is precisely that. These views are irreconcilable. It doesn’t mean to say that we must therefore all hate each other and go round killing each other but neither can we pretend that we believe the same thing about Jesus Christ, the figure central to our faith. 

In verses 13 & 14, Malachi attacks his people for the prevalence of adultery. The promise of marriage was and is made before God. If it is broken, it is broken therefore not just to the spouse but to God. What seemed to be happening here was that the men were getting rid of ‘the wives of their youth’, ageing Jewish mamas perhaps, and swapping them for sophisticated Persian beauties, who possibly had influence back at court. The Persian emperors will have had harems. Fashion and cultural change will have had their influence, then as now. Sexual morality is one of the most potent driving forces of cultural change because it gives people the excuse to fulfil a cardinal and carnal desire- but that does not make extra-marital sex, or divorce, because one has found a more exotic, attractive or influential partner, right in the sight of God.

In Malachi 3 v.5, we have a catalogue of the people’s sins. Consider how relevant these are today. We hear about ‘sorcerers’; witchcraft, black magic and devil worship are as endemic today as ever they were. We hear about ‘perjurers’.  We are always being told that we are living in an ‘age of spin’. The authorities lie to us, as well, no doubt, more often than we realise, as our fellow citizens. Remember how we were told about ‘the real and present danger’ that we were in from those ‘weapons of mass destruction’ which, as suspected by so many, turned out not to exist. It seems that all the main T.V. channels have deceived their viewers by inviting them to compete for prizes which have already been awarded. 

Malachi talks about ‘labourers’ being ‘defrauded of their wages.’ All the prophets express concern about the poor and promote social responsibility. As well as expressing concern for widows and orphans, Malachi condemns the practice of ‘depriving aliens of justice.’ Well, consider all the poor immigrant workers throughout the world, including in our own country, who fall into that lamentable category through no fault of their own. 

The OT. Prophets can seem relentlessly bleak in their pessimism over human nature. But, as Paul says in his Epistle to the Romans ( C.1 v.23), ‘All have sinned; all have fallen short of the glory of God.’ Against all this, in Malachi, as elsewhere, God begs the people to return to Him so that He can bless them. ‘Return unto me and I will return unto you’ says the Lord in C.3. v.7. God wants to bless His people: He offers a promise of divine compassion in return for their seeking after righteousness. For us, this is fulfilled in the coming of Christ. We are required to have faith in His grace. In Jesus, we are given the greatest sacrifice of all on the Cross and the greatest gift of all; redemption and eternal life. 
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