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a Purifying Judah 
(2:17—3:5)

He will sit as a refiner and puri-
fier of silver; he will purify the 
Levites and refine them like gold 
and silver. Then the Lord will have 
men who will bring offerings in 
righteousness, and the offerings 
of Judah and Jerusalem will be 
acceptable to the Lord, as in days 
gone by, as in former years. 
 —Malachi 3:3

The second half of Malachi 
describes the Messiah’s coming to 
His people. The Jews had become 
cynical waiting for Him to come to 
His temple, and they used His delay 
as an excuse for their unbelief.

This skepticism and resulting 
ungodliness led to speech that ques-
tioned the Lord’s goodness and 
wearied Him (vs. 17). Their suffer-
ing in the exile caused them to think 
that God favored the cause of the 
wicked, who seemed to enjoy pros-
perity while breaking God’s moral 
law. They reasoned that if God 
was holy, He would certainly have 
judged them by now.

This questioning of God’s justice 
showed that the people no longer 
feared Him or believed in His power 
to judge evil in the world. Their atti-
tude resulted from a lack of faith in 
God’s Word as well as a blindness to 
what was happening around them. 
They skipped over the Lord’s mes-
sage of judgment for sinners and did 
not see the emptiness and disastrous 
end of those they envied.

Ask Yourself . . . Do I ever find myself 
becoming envious of those who seem 
prosperous and happy despite a wicked 
lifestyle?

In response to the questioning of 
His justice, God promised to send 
His messenger who would “prepare 
the way before” Him (3:1). This 
prophecy was fulfilled in John the 
Baptist, whose work is described 
as preparing the way before the 
Lord (see Matt. 11:10; Mark 1:2). In 
ancient times, Eastern kings sent 
men before them in their travels to 
remove barriers from their path. 
John’s purpose was to remove oppo-
sition to the Lord by preaching a 
message of repentance to sinners.

The Lord, who was to follow the 
messenger, is Christ Himself, who 
came to the temple as a baby and 

The Messiah 
Comes

Malachi 2:17—4:6
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hearts right in the sight of God, they 
would be acceptable before Him. 
As in the past, probably the days of 
Moses and Phinehas, the sacrificial 
worship of the priests would be 
pleasing to the Lord (vs. 4).

The apostle John said this about 
the Christian’s hope: “All who have 
this hope in him purify themselves, 
just as he is pure” (I John 3:3). For 
us, Jesus’ return will also result in 
purification and a time of examina-
tion before Him.

Besides purifying the Levites, God 
would judge sinful people when He 
came (Mal. 3:5). Sorcerers are the 
first addressed in the list of wicked 
behavior. Magical arts prevailed 
in Judah in post-captivity days, 
perhaps due to the influence of the 
foreign wives. Adulterers included 
those who divorced their Jewish 
wives so they could marry idola-
trous women. Perjurers were those 
who gave false testimony and in 
other ways lied.

Malachi’s concern for social jus-
tice comes out clearly in the last 
half of his list. Those who treated 
their servants unfairly in regard to 
wages are included along with the 
adulterers, those who oppressed 

then most notably during 
the last week before His 
crucifixion. Even in their 
sin the people desired 
deliverance through 
the Messiah. But 
as Malachi pro-
ceeded to point 
out, the people 
were not ready for 
His coming.

Along with vindication for the 
righteous, the coming of the Lord 
ultimately meant judgment for the 
wicked. The covenant-breaking 
Jews, as well as the wicked of other 
nations, would find the day of the 
Lord to be a terrible time of punish-
ment. Although they expressed a 
desire for it, none of them would 
be able to endure it in their present 
state (vs. 2).

The Lord’s judgment at His com-
ing is compared with two purifying 
agents: fire for metals and soap for 
clothing. This indicates that His 
intention would not be to destroy 
the nation, but to purify it. His 
purpose would be to purge out the 
wickedness in Judah.

In verse 3, the Lord is represented 
as a smelter who watches both the 
intensity of the fire and the metal 
being purified of its dross. The Mes-
siah would cleanse the entire nation, 
beginning with the Levites. Above 
all else, God is concerned about the 
holiness of His people. 

Once the refining process was 
complete, God would have an 
acceptable priesthood to carry out 
the sacred temple ministry. Because 
the offerings would be given from 

The process of refining metal in 
a smelting furnace, such as the 

one pictured here, was to heat the 
metal to a liquid state and skim 

away the impurities. Malachi  
compared God to a refiner’s  

fire purifying His people.



107Lesson 13

Malachi 3:6-12

destroyed (vs. 6). Because God 
intended to keep the promises made 
to Jacob, the current evil genera-
tion would pass away and another 
one would fear Him and inherit the 
promises. The refining fires would 
not completely destroy the nation.

The Jews had also been unchang-
ing in their ways. For a long time, 
they had gone astray from God’s 
commandments (vs. 7). But in spite 
of their past history, if the people 
repented, the Lord would receive 
them and return His favor to them.

Instead of repenting, however, 
the people asked, “How are we to 
return?” In their self-righteousness, 
the Jews did not see a need to 
repent. Though Malachi did not 
answer the question directly, the 
entire book was about how they 
could make things right with God.

the weak in society, and those who 
took advantage of strangers. All 
these examples of evil behavior 
are traced to one source: a lack of 
respect for the Lord.

Robbing God 
(3:6-12)

 “Will a mere mortal rob God? Yet 
you rob me. 
 “But you ask, ‘How are we rob-
bing you?’ 
 “In tithes and offerings.” 
 —Malachi 3:8

Though God must judge sin-
ners, His unchanging nature kept 
the nation from being completely 

b

OFFERING THE TITHE

Type Purpose Scripture

Tithe For the livelihood of the Levites
Lev. 27:30-33; 
Deut. 14:22-27

Tithe Given by the Levites to the priests Num. 18:26-28

Tithe
Special tithe given every third year for 
the poor

Deut. 14:28, 29

The giving of a tenth to the Lord was an ancient biblical custom.  
(The word “tithe” means “tenth.”) Abraham offered a tenth of the  
spoils to Melchizedek (Gen. 14:20) and Jacob promised the Lord a  

tenth at Bethel (Gen. 28:22). The following table describes the  
required tithes of the Jewish people.
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continue being generous  
(see II Cor. 9:6-11).

While some would argue that the 
church is not under an obligation 
to give a tithe, giving remains an 
important test of faithfulness for the 
New Testament believer. In II Corin-
thians 9:6-8, Paul encouraged believ-
ers to give purposefully and gener-
ously. Can New Testament believers 
be any less generous than Old Testa-
ment believers? As in Malachi’s day, 
the Lord’s ministry is dependent 
upon the cheerful and sacrificial 
giving of His people. Those who are 
faithful in this regard find that He 
still blesses the givers. However, our 
purpose in giving is not to get, but 
to get so that we may give still more.

Ask Yourself . . . What is my pattern 
of giving? Is it consistent and purpose-
ful, or haphazard and unplanned? 

After encouraging the people to 
test Him in the area of giving, the 
Lord specified how He would bless 
them in return for their renewed 
obedience in tithing. He would 
eliminate the pests that had been 
devouring their crops (Mal. 3:11). 
They had evidently been experienc-
ing substantial losses due to crop 
failures.

The restoration of offerings and 
tithes required a step of faith. The 
Lord asked that they begin giving 
on a poor harvest so that He would 
bless the next one.

Besides resulting in greater com-
fort for themselves, their renewed 
giving would also cause God’s name 
to be honored in the nations around 
them (vs. 12). People would see the 

The matter of giving, however, 
needed immediate attention if the 
Judahites were to return to the Lord. 
The people were required to give 
a tenth of their income to God (see 
Num. 18:21, 24). Failure to give what 
was due the Lord amounted to rob-
bery (Mal. 3:8). The Lord equated 
their faulty stewardship with theft. 

The Book of Nehemiah confirms 
that the tithes were not properly 
given during this time (see Neh. 
13:10). It is possible that the adverse 
conditions caused the people to 
decrease their giving. But if that was 
the case, they only hurt themselves; 
their lack of giving led to more crop 
failures and famines. Because of 
their carelessness in giving, the Lord 
said, the entire nation was “under a 
curse” (Mal. 3:9). 

The solution to this problem was 
to begin giving again (vs. 10). The 
storehouse was a treasury room in 
the temple that served as a ware-
house for the produce brought by 
the people. The priests and Levites 
lived all year from the offerings 
and tithes brought by the people 
to the temple. The mention of the 
whole tithe suggests that the peo-
ple made a pretense of tithing but 
were actually giving far less than 
required of them.

God gave the people a chal-
lenge: if they began tithing again, 
He would open His storehouse of 
blessing to them. This offer virtually 
guaranteed a direct and abundant 
return on their giving. Their situa-
tion was far from hopeless, provid-
ing that they accepted God’s offer. 
God’s blessing would allow them to 
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they hoped for, they claimed it was 
useless to obey God.

Their sin was a lack of belief in the 
Lord. They claimed to have kept His 
ways, but did not profit from their 
faithfulness. Like accountants, they 
wanted the debits and credits to 
balance. They expected immediate 
rewards for their service.

Their attitude, however, revealed 
that their worship did not touch 
their hearts. Although they 
appeared to repent, they were still 
hostile and unbelieving on the 
inside.

Sometimes our complaints about 
circumstances show a similar lack 
of faith in the Lord. When things do 
not go our way, it is easy to blame 
God or wonder if He cares. God 
has promised to reward those who 
faithfully serve Him (see Heb. 10:35-
37). In the meantime, we may face 
difficult times meant to increase our 
effectiveness, prepare us for eternity, 
and test our faith.

Ask Yourself . . . What happened 
to me spiritually the last time I went 
through a trying circumstance? 

Because the Jews had not seen 
a profit from their halfhearted 
attempts to serve the Lord, they 
asserted that the arrogant were the 
favored of the Lord (Mal. 3:15). This 
may refer to the godless within 
Judah, outside the nation, or both. 
The text does not seem to restrict the 
designation other than to the proud 
who had prospered despite their 
sinful lifestyle.

The people of Malachi’s day were 
obsessed with the affluence and 

change in their situation and call 
them blessed. Since the Lord would 
ultimately be behind the renewed 
prosperity, He would be glorified in 
the process.

Rewarding the 
Faithful (3:13-18)

Those who feared the Lord talked 
with each other, and the Lord 
listened and heard. A scroll of 
remembrance was written in his 
presence concerning those who 
feared the Lord and honored his 
name. —Malachi 3:16

Instead of looking for reasons to 
explain their dire circumstances, 
such as their failure to tithe, the Jews 
blamed the Lord and spoke harshly 
about Him (vs. 13). Their skepti-
cism led to unguarded conversation 
in which they spoke against God. 
Besides further undermining the 
morale of the people, their obstinate 
speech offended God.

The people, however, apparently 
did not realize that they were speak-
ing against the Lord. Their anger 
against God caused them to become 
insensitive to how their words 
affected Him.

In response to their question, the 
Lord gave the people of Judah a 
specific example of how they had 
spoken against Him. They had 
stated that it was futile to serve God 
(vs. 14). Because they had not seen 
the deliverance and the turnaround 

c
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Lord. In that day, the great chasm 
between the two groups would be 
clearly evident for all to see.

Asaph, the author of Psalm 73, 
also struggled with the prosperity of 
the arrogant. From outward appear-
ances alone, it often appears that 
they enjoy more earthly success than 
the followers of the Lord. But like 
Asaph, we must look with faith at 
the final destinies of both groups to 
fully appreciate our position.

security of the wicked. Why did the 
ones who defied God enjoy prosper-
ity while the righteous suffered? 
Why did God appear to condone 
such contempt for His holiness? This 
attitude not only hurt the Lord, but 
also revealed how blind the people 
were to their own unbelief.

There were some residents in 
Judah, however, who did not take 
part in the harsh conversations 
against God (vs. 16). It is possible 
that those referred to in this verse 
may have heeded Malachi’s message 
and genuinely repented. In any case, 
these true believers were drawn 
together because of their mutual 
desire to truly honor God, as well as 
their need to encourage each other 
during this time. When they spoke, 
God came near and listened to their 
conversation because it was pleasing 
to Him. 

Verse 17 assured those who 
feared the Lord of two things: they 
belonged to the Lord and He would 
spare them in the day of judgment. 
The righteous are here denoted as 
being especially valuable to God. 
Although the day of the Lord would 
be terrible for the unbelieving, 
believers would be spared with the 
same compassion that a father has 
upon a child.

Without the eyes of faith, the people 
of Malachi’s day could not see any 
distinction between the wicked and 
the righteous. The prophet assured 
them, however, that a day was 
coming when they would see a tre-
mendous difference (vs. 18). Sinners 
would experience God’s wrath, while 
the righteous would be blessed of the 

A SCROLL  
TO  

REMEMBER
The reference to a 

“scroll of remembrance” 

in Malachi 3:16 implies 

that God kept a written 

record of the conversation. 

Many other passages in 

Scripture also refer to God 

keeping books or written 

accounts of human events 

(Ps. 69:28; Dan. 12:1; 

Heb. 12:23; Rev. 3:5; 

13:8; 17:8).

Some commentators, 

however, take the com-

ment regarding a scroll of 

remem brance as a figure of 

speech. They argue that for 

God nothing is in the past 

for Him to remember.
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New Testament, many translations 
no longer capitalize this expression.

The frolicking like calves released 
from the stall shows the enjoyment 
and freedom that the righteous will 
enjoy in the day of the Lord. Rather 
than face judgment, they will experi-
ence great joy in the blessings they 
receive from the Lord.

In the day of the Lord, the righ-
teous will trample down the wicked 
(vs. 3). This represents a total rever-
sal of the situation in Malachi’s time, 
when the arrogant were on top and 
the godly were suffering. The ashes 
of the wicked may refer back to their 
judgment as stubble in God’s fur-
nace (vs. 1).

The promises of blessing were 
not, however, to cause the righteous 
to become careless about obey-
ing the law of Moses (vs. 4). Since 
no prophet would appear from 
Malachi until John the Baptist, it was 
extremely important that the people 
continue to obey the Mosaic law.

Another reason for the people to 
give heed to God’s Word was the 
arrival of the “great and dreadful 
day of the Lord” (vs. 5). Before that 
day came, God promised to send the 
prophet Elijah to His people. 

The ministry of this future Elijah 
was to bring repentance and so 
bring families back together (vs. 6). 
The choice was to respond to the 
God who loved them or else suffer 
the consequences.

Obedience to the law and fear of 
God’s wrath could not change the 
hearts of the people. Only faith in 
God could turn their lives around 
and give them a purpose for living. 

Waiting for the Day 
of the Lord (4:1-6)

“Surely the day is coming; it will 
burn like a furnace. All the arro-
gant and every evildoer will be 
stubble, and the day that is coming 
will set them on fire,” says the Lord 
Almighty. —Malachi 4:1

The mention of God’s judgment 
upon the wicked in 3:16 led Mala-
chi into a discussion of the day of 
the Lord in chapter 4. This day, 
so prominent in Old Testament 
prophecy, refers to the time when 
God’s wrath will be poured out on 
the rebellious human race. Fire, a 
symbol of God’s judgment, will be 
the means of destruction upon the 
earth, just as water was in the days 
of Noah (vs. 1).

Like stubble that lasts only for 
moments when thrown into a blaz-
ing furnace, the wicked will be com-
pletely destroyed; none of them will 
escape this judgment. The arrogant 
who were envied by the Jews are 
specially mentioned as being totally 
consumed in God’s furnace. How 
much better it is to fear the Lord and 
be spared His wrath!

The prospect for those who revere 
the Lord is much different. Rather 
than experience the heat of God’s 
wrath, they will feel the warmth of 
His love for them (vs. 2). In some 
translations, “sun of righteousness” 
is capitalized as a reference to the 
Messiah. But since this figure of 
Christ is not specifically used in the 

d
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IDENTIFYING 
ELIJAH

There are two main views regarding the identity of Elijah in Mala-

chi 3:5. One view is that John the Baptist fulfilled the prophecy by 

coming in the power and spirit of Elijah. Passages such as Matthew 

11:14 and Luke 1:17 speak of John in that way, as long as the people 

would receive him. Thus John could be a separate personality from 

Elijah and yet fulfill the promise.

The other view states that John did not completely fulfill the proph-

ecy. John himself denied that he was Elijah (John 1:21). The mention 

of the day of the Lord in connection with Elijah in Malachi 3:5 also 

shows that this prophecy is still future, since that day has not yet 

come. Some have identified the two witnesses in Revelation 11 as 

Moses and Elijah. 

they will escape the wrath reserved 
for those who arrogantly defy the 
Lord’s invitation.

Ask Yourself . . . Have I acknowledged 
my sin and placed my faith in Christ? If 
not, what is stopping me from receiving 
His gracious offer?

That is why, above all else, the Lord 
told the Jews to return (in their 
hearts) to Him. 

Today, Christ still calls upon 
sinful men and women to come to 
Him. Those who put their faith in 
Him become His children (see John 
1:12). And as His righteous children, 


