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Lesson 40: Malachi
The Title "Malachi"
The meaning of the name Mal'aki ("My Messenger") is probably a shortened form of Mal'ak-ya "Messenger of Yahweh," and is appropriate to the book which speaks of the coming of the "messenger of the covenant" ("messenger" is mentioned three times in 2:7; 3:1).
Author
There are no other references to Malachi in the Hebrew Bible (Old Testament)According to Jewish tradition, Malachi was part of the "Great Synagogue" that collected and preserved the canon (recognized books) of revealed scripture.
The Times of  Malachi
Evidence for the dating of Malachi come from his subject matter.  In verse 1:8 in the original language, the Persian term for governor is used, indicating that Persia is still in control (539-333 BC) so it is after 539 BC.  Sacrifices are being offered in the temple, so it is after 516 BC. The themes and issues raised in Malachi are similar to those raised in Nehemiah (corrupt priests, neglect of tithes and offerings, and intermarriage with pagan wives), so many scholars consider him Nehemiah's contemporary.  Nehemiah returned to Persia for a time (from 432 BC to 425 BC) after completing the wall of Jerusalem, and it is thought that perhaps Malachi proclaimed his message during Nehemiah's absence.  Upon Nehemiah's return, he made many reforms that it appears from Malachi's text had not yet been made.
Timeline

538 BC
1st Return to Jerusalem (under Zerubbabel).  Prophets Haggai 


and Zechariah returns with the Jews
516 BC
Temple built, Jews focus on building the city

486-464 BC
resistance to building the city

457 BC
2nd Return - Ezra enacts spiritual renewal. Building continues

betw. 457-444
more interference, construction stops, wall begins to crumble, city degrades

444 BC
3rd Return - Nehemiah returns to build the walls of Jerusalem (Malachi included)
432 BC
Nehemiah returns to Persia (Perhaps Malachi begins to prophesy in Jerusalem)

425 BC
Nehemiah returns to Jerusalem and makes reforms. 
Overview

The great prophecies of Haggai and Zechariah relative to the completion of the temple have not yet been fulfilled, and the people of Israel have become disillusioned and doubtful.  They begin to question God's providence as their faith slowly turns to cynicism.  Internally, they are wondering whether it is worth serving God at all.  Externally, these doubts show themselves in their meaningless ritual and "surface religion," cheating on tithes and offerings, and indifference toward the law. They have lulled themselves into a false sense of security as "God's privileged people."  Their spiritual leaders are corrupt but the people have become so spiritually insensitive that they still wonder why God is not blessing them.

Malachi uses a "question-and-answer" method to probe into the problems of hypocrisy, infidelity, marriages with pagan women, divorce, false worship and arrogance.  God seeks to pierce the people's hearts of stone.  In each case the people are in denial about God's accusations:  How have we despised God's Name?  How have we profaned the covenant?  How have we wearied God?  How have we robbed God?  How have we spoken against God?  We are not THAT bad!  But their rebellion is quiet, not open.
As their perception of God grows dim, their insensitivity to God becomes spiritual blindness and externalism that later became showed itself in the practices of the Pharisees and Sadducees of Jesus' time.  Yet God still loves God's people and offers grace to those who will turn to God.  The book intersperses God's judgment with the promise that on The Day of The Lord, God will send a messenger to "prepare the way of the Lord," one known as "Elijah", before Messiah comes to restore justice, judge the wicked, and purify God's people.  
Outline
I. God Has Kept God's Promises (1:1-1:5)
II. God's People Have Polluted The Nation (1:6-3:15)

A. The Failure of the Priests (1:6-2:9)
1. The Priests have Corrupted The Sacrifices (1:6-1:14)

2. The Lord Curses The Priests (2:1-2:9)

B. The Failure of The People (2:10-3:15)

1. God's People Have Committed Adultery (Idolatry)  (2:10-2:13)

2. God's People Divorce (2:14-2:16)

3. The Lord Will Judge at God's Coming (2:17-3:5)

4. The People Rob God (3:6-3:12)

a) Neglecting The Tithe (3:6-3:9)

b) The Opportunity of The Tithe (3:10-3:12)

5. The People Doubt God's Character (3:13-3:15)

III. God's Future Promise (3:16-4:6)

A. The Rewards of the Book of Remembrance (3:16-3:18)

B. The Rewards of the coming of Messiah (4:1-4:3)

C. The Prophecy of the Coming of Elijah (4:4-4:6)
Some Keys to understanding Malachi
· The "divine dialogue" in Malachi's prophecy is designed to be an appeal to break through Israel's hard heartedness.  It was a final appeal to turn the people toward God during a generation of spiritual blindness.  

· Malachi is the final prophet to a nation who no longer has any sensitivity to God's Word.  Thus, for 400 years after Malachi's condemnations, God's voice of prophecy remains silent and there is no new revelation.  Only with the coming of John the Baptist does God again communicate to God's people through a prophet's voice.  (This is why a people thirsty for revelation flocked to the wilderness to hear John declaring "Behold the Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world.")

· Malachi predicts the coming of the messenger who will clear the way before the Lord.  Many Jews literally expected to see Elijah return with chariots of fire as he departed in 2 Kings 2:11.  However the function that Elijah served was fulfilled in John the Baptist.
· Malachi intersperses the expectations of the first advent of Messiah with the second advent.  The first Christmas was a day of the Lord.  So were all the other days when God stepped into human history and did something extraordinary.  But all these are preparation for the second advent, "the great and dreadful day" when the curtain will drop on world history and the Lord, who came the first time as Savior and Friend,  will come as king and Judge.
Some Lessons from Malachi 
· It is easy for "the times" and disappointed expectations to make people lose their sense of expectation that God will intervene.  We must always remain sensitive to how God views behaviors, and anticipate God's ultimate justice, regardless of what the prevailing opinion is.

· God is never satisfied with "blemished sacrifices," i.e., sacrifices that hold back the best and give something less.  We should always be looking to give God our absolute best.  This does not mean being perfect, but our service, giving, worship, and living should always "give of our best to The Master."

· God expects leaders to set an example of putting God first in everything.  

· "Watered down" teaching, that does not rightly divide the Word of truth, is responsible for the stumbling of many.  Teachers are accountable for being prepared and seeking to be as accurate as possible.

· God considers any affection that is higher than or equal to our affection for God as evidence of spiritual adultery.  God must be first in everything.

· The marriage covenant is a symbol of the relationship that God has with God's people.  God is not a proponent of breaking it, so everything possible should be done to sustain it.  Obviously there are mitigating circumstances, but the marriage covenant should not be treated lightly.

· God considers holding back our best financially as robbery.  God's plan for resourcing the kingdom is through tithes and offerings.  Many people miss a tremendous opportunity to see God's hand of protection and provision at work because they don't "bring the whole tithe into the storehouse."
· Part of "preparing the way of the Lord," the work of Elijah, is reconciling relationships.  More than good intentions, God's awesome power is required in order to bring families together

· God is calling people to prepare for "The day of the Lord," to clear the place in our hearts and minds for God to occupy.  What is each of us doing personally to prepare ourselves? 
