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Lesson 12 97

a The Lord 
Demonstrates  
His Love (1:1-5)

“I have loved you,” says the Lord.  
 But you ask, “How have you   
loved us?”  
 “Was not Esau Jacob’s brother?” 
declares the Lord. “Yet I have loved 
Jacob, but Esau I have hated.” 
 —Malachi 1:2, 3a

Malachi confronted the superficial 
religious attitudes of his day. Many 
people thought that if they went 
through the motions of pious behav-
ior, their relationship with God 
would take care of itself. Once again 
God reminded His people that He 
wanted their commitment and devo-
tion first and foremost—then their 
acts of worship would be pleasing in 
His sight. 

The Book of Malachi opens with a 
brief heading giving three essential 
facts about the message it contained: 
this word came from the Lord, it 
was intended for Judah, and it was 
communicated through the prophet 
Malachi (vs. 1). Some interpreters 
believe that “Malachi,” which means 

“my messenger,” is a title and not 
a proper name. But because of the 
naming patterns of other prophetic 
books, most believe that Malachi is 
the name of the prophet who deliv-
ered this warning to the nation of 
Judah.

The prophet began his message 
with a reassuring statement of 
love from the Lord (vs. 2). At the 
time of Malachi’s ministry, many 
in Judah believed that God had 
forsaken them. Over 60 years had 
passed since the rebuilding of the 
temple, and the people’s hope for 
the appearance of the Messiah had 
turned to despair. Where was the 
promised Messiah?

The people’s response to the Lord 
reflected this gloomy attitude: “How 
have you loved us?” Their poor out-
look was rooted in an unawareness 
of God’s love for them.

As proof of His love for Judah, 
the Lord cited His selection of Jacob 
over Esau to be the father of His 
chosen people. The choice of Jacob 
resulted from God’s sovereign and 
undeserved love. Scripture does not 
say that Jacob was more lovable or 
deserving, only that God delighted 
in choosing to bless him and his 

God’s Love 
for His People

Malachi 1:1—2:16
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Malachi 1:1-5

past glory. The Lord would respond 
to every attempt of rebuilding with 
further setbacks.

The implication of verse 5 is that 
the contemporaries of Malachi 
would see Edom’s judgment for 
themselves. With that, they would 
recognize the greatness of God’s 
authority beyond the borders of 
Judah as well as His love for the 
Jews. 

In response to their questioning 
of God’s love for them, the people 
would soon have ample proof of His 
care. Why else would He so severely 
judge one of their most merciless 
enemies? One does not have to 
search long to discover the many 
ways that God has demonstrated 
His love for those who belong to 
Him.

descendants, the Israelites.
The greatest evidence of 

God’s love for us is our salva-
tion. Romans 5:8 says, “God 
demonstrates his own love for 
us in this: While we were still 
sinners, Christ died for us.” 
Whenever we reach the point 
in our lives where we are 
tempted to doubt God’s love 
for us, we can always look at 
the Cross and be assured that 
He truly does care for us.

Ask Yourself . . . How has God 
clearly demonstrated His love for 
me recently? 

God’s statement that He hated 
Esau (Mal. 1:3) does not mean that 
He harbored personal animosity 
toward Jacob’s brother. This simply 
means that Esau was not chosen and 
Jacob was. After centuries of contin-
ued opposition to God and His peo-
ple, however, there was reason for 
God to be angry with Esau and the 
Edomites who descended from him.

By their actions, the Edomites 
brought God’s judgment upon 
themselves. Most commentators 
believe that the desolation in verse 
3 was a result of the invasion of the 
Nabateans who ransacked Edom 
and forced the nation to take refuge 
in the Negev, the southern part of 
Judah. Some, however, see this as a 
reference to Edom’s earlier defeat at 
the hands of the Babylonians. 

Despite its devastating loss, Edom 
remained confident that it could 
recover its status as a powerful 
nation (vs. 4). But the prophet shat-
tered its illusions about regaining 

God said that He had left Esau’s  
inheritance to the desert jackals  

(Mal. 1:3).
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The priests had the audacity to 
offer to God something they would 
never consider giving to their gov-
ernor. Apparently they were more 
concerned with what this leader 
thought of them than with how God 
felt about their sacrifices for Him. 

We, too, often make the foolish 
mistake of putting more importance 
upon what others think of us than 
upon how God regards our actions. 
Placing the approval of others over 
God’s approval displeases the Lord.

Ask Yourself . . . Whose opinion do 
I value the most? Would I ever put off 
pleasing God in order to gain this per-
son’s approval? 

The priests’ contempt for God in 
worship made it impossible for them 
to please Him in other areas (Mal. 
1:9). As long as they were offering 
flawed sacrifices, God would not 
respond to their prayers.

God’s desire that the temple 
doors be shut shows the extent of 
His displeasure with the priests and 
their service (vs. 10). No worship 
would be better than the contempt-
ible rituals being performed in the 
temple. The people had been lulled 
into thinking that their outward and 
insincere worship really pleased the 
Lord.  

The Lord questioned why He 
should accept such hollow worship 
from His chosen people when in the 
future many people from all over 
the world would offer Him pure 
and sincere adoration (vs. 11). The 
expression “from where the sun 
rises to where it sets” signifies the 
extremities of the earth. 

The Priests’ 
Contempt for God 
(1:6-14)

“A son honors his father, and a 
slave his master. If I am a father, 
where is the honor due me? If I am 
a master, where is the respect due 
me?” says the Lord Almighty. “It is 
you priests who show contempt for 
my name.” —Malachi 1:6

After emphasizing God’s love 
for the people, the prophet turned 
his attention to the priests. Rather 
than honor God through their wor-
ship, the priests were dishonoring 
Him (vs. 6). The ones responsible 
for leading the people in worship 
had failed in their most critical obli-
gation, that of honoring the Lord 
through their temple service.

Rather than exalt God, the priests 
despised Him and acted as though 
He did not exist. The priests, how-
ever, were unaware that they had 
shown contempt for the Lord’s 
name and questioned their partici-
pation in it.

In response to their question, 
the Lord explained that by offer-
ing defiled sacrifices the priests had 
stained the Lord Himself (vss. 7, 
8). Animals with defects or serious 
flaws were not acceptable sacrifices 
to the Lord, and their use as offer-
ings was expressly forbidden (see 
Lev. 22:20-25; Deut. 15:21). The dis-
dain of the priests for God’s service 
also demonstrated their contempt 
for Him.

b
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(vs. 12). The Lord’s table was the 
altar of the temple; the food was the 
cereal and meat offerings placed 
upon it. It is strange that they were 
complaining of unacceptable offer-
ings when it was their responsibility 
to keep such sacrifices away from 
the altar.

As a result of their own careless-
ness, their tasks became a heavy 
load and a distasteful chore (vs. 
13). Since they ate a portion of the 
sacrifices made on the altar, they 
also suffered from the poorer qual-
ity of sacrifices. Their contemptuous 
attitude brought shame upon them-
selves as well as the Lord.

Next, the Lord gave an example of 
how their lack of honor for Him was 
bringing a curse upon them rather 
than a blessing. A worshiper, under 
stress, vowed to offer an accept-
able animal to the Lord (vs. 14). But 
when the crisis was over, this person 
offered a blemished animal instead 
of the one promised. In the eyes of 
the Lord, this person was a cheat 
and worthy of a curse.

The Lord is particular about 
receiving our best, whether it be 
our talents, possessions, or time. 
When He receives our second best, 
He regards that as an indication 
that our heart is not right with Him. 
Efforts to deceive Him with empty 
promises show an even greater lack 
of respect for who He is and what 
He knows. He desires service that 
truly gives Him first place and the 
best of what we have to offer.

Ask Yourself . . . What valuable thing 
can I offer God this week?

The priests themselves were say-
ing that the Lord’s table was defiled 
and that the food was contemptible 

His Honor the  
Governor
When criticizing the 

priests for the inferior ani-

mals they were offering as 

sacrifices, Malachi cried, 

“Try offering them to your 

governor!” (Mal. 1:8c). This 

governor was probably a 

Persian appointee serving 

until Nehemiah returned. 

Many believe that Malachi 

ministered during the time 

Nehemiah was away from 

Jerusalem (Neh. 13:6, 7). 

The Persians did not con-

done such cutting of cor-

ners by their subjects and 

would never have accepted 

blemished gifts.
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side of the camp and burned (Mal. 
2:3; see Exod. 29:14). The spreading 
of it on the face of the priests would 
be a hideous insult to them. As a 
warning of condemnation for them, 
the Lord said that both they and the 
offal would be taken away. God’s 
desire to shame the priests in this 
way shows the extent of the disgrace 
He suffered through their ministry.

Those in spiritual leadership have 
a solemn responsibility to show 
respect and reverence for the Lord. 
Leaders must show their fear of God 
by obeying His Word and showing 
respect for Him.

Ask Yourself . . . What spiritual leader 
do I most admire? In what ways can I 
become more like this person? 

The making of the covenant with 
Levi is not formally recorded in the 
Old Testament (Mal. 2:4). The provi-
sions of the agreement, however, 
are suggested in passages such as 
Numbers 18:21-24. Although God 
intended for this covenant to con-
tinue unaltered, the Levites’ neglect 
of their responsibilities made that 
extremely difficult unless they 
changed their ways.

God’s promise to the Levites 
was to bestow “life and peace” 
upon them (Mal. 2:5). In this pas-
sage, Malachi contrasted the cur-
rent ungodly priests with the Lev-
ites with whom the covenant was 
originally made. At Mount Sinai, 
the Levites were faithful to God in 
spite of the sin of the people with 
the golden calf (see Exod. 32:26). 
Because of this fidelity and their 
reverence for God, He made a 

The Priests’ 
Deception (2:1-9)

“You have turned from the way 
and by your teaching have caused 
many to stumble; you have violated 
the covenant with Levi,” says the 
Lord Almighty. —Malachi 2:8

The opening verse of chapter 
2 aims the warning of judgment 
directly at the priests. What follows 
says that if the priests did not repent, 
they would face God’s wrath rather 
than His blessing (vs. 2). Either they 
would learn to honor God or else 
they would face His curse.

The phrase “I will curse your 
blessings” has been understood pri-
marily in two different ways. Some 
believe that the blessings were those 
that the priests pronounced on the 
people as part of their ministry (see 
Num. 6:23-27). In this sense, their 
blessings upon the people would be 
turned into curses.

Others believe that the blessings 
were the material resources that 
benefited the priesthood as a result 
of the giving of the people. Since the 
Levites lived off the things that the 
people brought, they suffered along 
with everyone else when the nation 
experienced a drought or blight. 
This view does not necessarily 
restrict the blessings to the revenues 
of the priests only, but includes all 
the benefits God bestowed on the 
people of Judah.

The entrails of the animal, or the 
“offal,” were customarily taken out-

c
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Reference

will (vs. 7). Ideally, the priest was 
to be the messenger of God to the 
people.

But the priests of Malachi’s day 
turned people away from the Lord 
and brought shame upon them-
selves. Through their false interpre-
tation of the law and sinful example, 
they led others into sin rather than 
away from it (vs. 8). 

Their legacy was just the opposite 
of that left by the earlier Levites 
described in the preceding verses. 
Through their unfaithfulness, they 
had broken the covenant made with 
Levi.

As a result of their sins, God 
caused the priests “to be despised 
and humiliated before all the peo-
ple” (vs. 9). The priests who had 
shown contempt for God before the 
Jews were now disgraced by God 
before them. The people recognized 
their hypocrisy and disdained them 
for it.

The final sin mentioned in regard 
to the priests was that of showing 
partiality in judicial matters. The 

covenant with the Levites guaran-
teeing them life and peace. 

A primary function of the priest 
was to instruct the people about the 
moral law. In the past, priests faith-
fully presented the revelation of 
God without distortion or hypocrisy 
(Mal. 2:6). As a result of their truth-
fulness and integrity, many turned 
away from their sin.

The priests who faithfully and 
truthfully taught God’s Word and 
then let the people see it lived out in 
their lives caused others to turn to 
the Lord. The same is true today. 

We do not have to be articulate 
and know all the answers to influ-
ence others for Christ. But we must 
carefully study Scripture and let oth-
ers see its impact on our lives.

Ask Yourself . . . What will I study in 
the Bible this week? 

God intended for the priests 
to “preserve knowledge” as they 
instructed the Judahites in the law 
of Moses and guided them in their 
understanding of the Lord and His 

Phinehas: 
Adding to the Faith

Numbers 25:10-13 mentions Phinehas specifically in regard 
to a covenant of peace that God made with him and his descen-
dants. Phinehas, the son of Eleazar and the grandson of Aaron, 
served admirably as high priest. The references to him show that 
he was a man of faith and great integrity who possessed a burn-
ing passion for the honor of God (Num. 25:7-13; Josh. 22:9-34; 
Ps. 106:30). 

While the Levite covenant mentioned in Malachi 2 seems to 
have applied to all the Levites, God probably had Phinehas in 
mind when speaking of the ideal priestly ministry.
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intended for His people.
But more than that, the marrying 

of women outside the faith was a 
detestable thing because it demon-
strated an inability to distinguish 
between the true God of Judah and 
pagan deities (vs. 11). The Mosaic 
law strictly forbade all marriages 
with heathen women as protection 
against the importing of idolatry 
into Judah’s pure faith (see Exod. 
34:15, 16; Deut. 7:1-4). The phrase 
“women who worship a foreign 
god”(Mal. 2:11) indicates that the 
heart of the problem here was Juda-
hite men marrying foreign women 
who were dedicated to worshiping 
pagan gods. This text has no direct 
bearing upon racial intermarriage 
today. 

The apostle Paul gave a similar 
warning in II Corinthians 6:14: “Do 
not be yoked together with unbe-
lievers.” Just as in Malachi’s day, a 
believer who binds himself or her-
self to an unbeliever shows a lack of 
understanding regarding the differ-
ences between a life of faith and the 
lifestyle of the world. Why would 
someone devoted to the Lord make 
a lasting commitment to someone 
who can only hurt that devotion?

Ask Yourself . . . Have I ever made a 
commitment that distracted me from 
God? 

In verse 12 of chapter 2, Malachi 
prayed that the Lord would remove 
the evil of intermarriage from the 
land by allowing no posterity to the 
offenders. Because children were 
regarded as a blessing, it would be 
obvious that the offender was not 

ones entrusted with preserving 
the law were guilty of employing 
bribery as well as other methods 
to bypass the judiciary system in 
Judah. As seen throughout the 
Minor Prophets, God was especially 
concerned that the leaders of His 
people exercise fairness in all their 
dealings with His people.

Breaking Faith 
(2:10-16)

Judah has been unfaithful. A 
detestable thing has been com-
mitted in Israel and in Jerusalem: 
Judah has desecrated the sanctuary 
the Lord loves by marrying women 
who worship a foreign god. 
 —Malachi 2:11

The rest of Malachi 2 deals with 
many of the same social evils also 
confronted by Ezra and Nehemiah. 
Intermarriage with foreign women 
had resulted in divorce and a com-
promising of the true faith. In verse 
10, Malachi asked, “Do we not all 
have one Father? Did not one God 
create us?” The obvious answer was 
yes. The Jewish people were formed 
as a nation by God Himself. 

But in spite of their close relation 
to their Father in heaven, the Jews 
were breaking faith with each other, 
particularly in the area of marriage. 
Beyond divorce, this may also refer 
to betrayals of trust in business and 
social matters as well. This breaking 
of promises destroyed the unity God 

d
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wife...does violence to the one he 
should protect” (vs. 16). Such a man 
is covering himself with violence in 
the same way he covers himself with 
a garment.

God Himself instituted marriage, 
intending for it to be monogamous 
and lasting (vs. 15). The purpose 
behind that design was to carry on 
a godly offspring of His people. The 
problems and sin introduced by 
polygamy and divorce made that 
much more difficult.

Divorce defeated God’s purposes 
for His people. The Lord allowed 
divorce only because of the hard-
ness of the people’s hearts (see Deut. 
24:1-4; Matt. 19:3-9). Marriage was 
meant to be a lifelong commitment; 
those who take that lightly find 
themselves in opposition to God 
Himself. 

Divorce still wreaks havoc in 
our society and severely disrupts 
lives, especially those of the chil-
dren involved. The breaking of any 
commitment or promise grieves the 
Lord, but divorce has especially far-
reaching social consequences.

blessed by God. And besides that, 
an absence of children would also 
limit the spread of idolatry within 
the nation.

The people apparently showed 
tremendous grief over the Lord’s 
rejection of their offerings (vs. 13). 
But their sorrow was for the wrong 
reason; they should have been 
weeping over their sins rather than 
the lack of divine acceptance. Their 
lack of morality was the problem 
hindering their access to God, and 
until they repented, their weeping 
was to no avail.

Verse 14 suggests yet another 
reason why God was angry with the 
Jewish males. Not only were they 
marrying idolatrous women, but 
they were even divorcing their Jew-
ish wives to do so. God could not 
accept the sacrifices of those who 
had so flagrantly disregarded His 
law and dealt treacherously with 
the wives of their youth. These men 
had broken the lifelong covenant 
they had made with these women. 
Therefore, God de clared that the 
man who “hates and divorces his 


