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[Pray]

Please open your Bibles to Malachi chapter 1.  Malachi is the last book in the Old 
Testament.  You will find it on page 675 if you are looking in a pew Bible.  Having 
finished up the I AM statements of Christ last week – which I have to say is 
probably my favorite series to date – we are beginning a new book study today.

I believe strongly that it is important to preach out of both the New and the Old 
Testament and so, having spent considerable time looking at the book of John I 
am convinced that God has something special for us as a church in the book of 
Malachi.

Malachi is an amazing book.  Malachi is God’s last word to His people before 400 
years of silence.  And yet, while written more than 2400 years ago the words of 
this book are still powerful and full of relevant conviction today, words that speak 
directly into our culture and our church.

Before we get to our big idea I want to start with who Malachi was and where 
Israel found itself when Malachi spoke.

Context:
So first, who was Malachi?  Well we don’t really know.  The Name Malachi 
appears only once in the Bible in verse 1 of our text.  But as a noun malachi is 
actually a fairly common word.  Malachi’s name in Hebrew means “My 
Messenger” which is what I have named this series, and was often used as a title 
to refer to prophets, priests and even angels throughout the Old Testament.  A 
malachi became God’s mouth, the one who brought God’s message to His 
people.

And Malachi the prophet was especially significant in this regard because the 
message God spoke through him was left ringing in the ears of God’s people 
until God Himself unstopped the silence by taking on flesh and walking among 
us.  And that’s Malachi.

So where was Israel as they received this message?  Well, Malachi writes in 
about 450BC, roughly 100 years after the Israelite return from Babylonian 
captivity.  

You will remember that God allowed Babylon to conquer Israel and take them 
captive for 70 years as punishment for their unfaithfulness to His covenant.  They 
had slipped into idolatry, they had turned their back on the God who brought 
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them out of Egypt and as a result He punished them by having their enemy take 
them out of the Promised Land and put them back into a situation of slavery.

But at the end of 70 years the punishment was over and God raised up a ruler in 
Babylon that released them.

You would think at this point Israel would have learned their lesson but they were 
a stiff necked people much like the rest of us.  While they never fell into idol 
worship like they had before, they allowed doubt and discouragement to run 
rampant within their faith.  And as a result, while they began carrying out all the 
outward signs of worship, their hearts were complacent and far from God.  And 
God did not bless them.

And without God’s blessing Israel was destined to live a life of mediocrity.  Much 
like Adam and Eve would have experienced after being kicked out of the Garden, 
life in Israel seriously lacked the luster it once had.  But the people didn’t really 
know why.  They thought they were doing everything right.  God wanted His 
sacrifices and He was getting them as far as they were concerned… why wasn’t 
He blessing them?

And so the book of Malachi is built around seven questions that the people asked 
God but these questions reveal that their hearts were full of doubt, 
discouragement and sin.  They asked God:

How have we despised Your name? (Malachi 1:6)
How have we defiled You? (Malachi 1:7)
How have we wearied You? (Malachi 2:17)
How shall we return? (Malachi 3:7)
How have we robbed You? (Malachi 3:8)
And How have we spoken against You? (Malachi 3:13)

But even beyond these they fundamentally doubted that God loved them.  
And in the text we are looking at today asked “How have you loved us?” 
(Malachi 1:2)

And it is in answer to that question that we get God’s words in verses 2-5.  But 
before we go any further I need to give you the big idea of our text which is as 
follows: The burden of God’s love causes fear and increases His glory.

So look with me now at verse one as we examine “The Burden”.  Verse 1 says:

[Read Malachi 1:1]
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Dictionary.com defines “oracle” as an utterance, often ambiguous or 
obscure, given by a priest or priestess at a shrine as the 
response of a god to an inquiry.1

But the God of the Old Testament never spoke to His people using ambiguous or 
obscure language.  He always spoke directly into their situation as indeed He 
does in this book.  And so I’m not a huge fan of calling Malachi an oracle.

Luckily we have another option. In the book of Zechariah this same word is 
translated “burden”.  Zechariah 9:1 says:

The burden of the word of the LORD is against the land of Hadrach…

And then Zechariah 12:1 says:
The burden of the word of the LORD concerning Israel.  

 
And I prefer this translation for two reasons.

First, because every time God speaks His words have weight.  God never 
speaks trivially.  He never jokes around.  

Paul tells us in second Timothy:

All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for 
teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so 
that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every 
good work. (2 Timothy 3:16-17)

Notice that Paul doesn’t say Scripture is useful for making us feel good, or 
comfortable.  And that’s because when God speaks His words are meant to take 
us from where we are and change us into who He wants us to be.  That means 
death to ourselves and our flesh.

And brothers and sisters nobody likes to crucify the flesh, but that doesn’t change 
the fact that all of us need it desperately.  Now Jesus knows where you are at 
today and He never levies the total weight of His words upon us at once.  Instead 
Jesus joins us in carrying the burden, He says:

Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and 
you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light. (Matthew 
11:29-30)

But that doesn’t change the fact that God’s word has a weight of conviction about 
it that calls us to change.  

Do you feel the burden of God’s word?
…

1 http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/oracle?s=t
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One area I really feel God calling me and our church as a whole to is to cultivate 
our attitude of service.  The vast majority of North American Christians attend a 
church where they feel comfortable and they feel like their needs are being met.  
But I strongly believe that God wants us to be a people who aren’t primarily 
concerned with our needs being met, but with meeting the needs of the people 
sitting around us.  

But that’s a burden!  That means that I have to give up my right to have church 
the way I want it and instead work with you.  But I believe that is Jesus’ heart for 
us and so as we join with Him He will help us carry that burden.

The second reason God’s word is a burden is because every time it goes forth it 
meets opposition.  Even when it is good news it calls us to change and so while 
some people receive it, others reject it.  

Paul tells us that when we follow Christ and speak His word to people in the 
world we can expect to be received in one of two ways:

To the one we are an aroma that brings death; to the other, an aroma that 
brings life.  And who is equal to such a task? (2 Corinthians 2:16)

In order to be the aroma of life, are you willing to be the aroma of death to some 
in Prince George?  Are you willing to bare that burden?  I desperately need the 
Spirit’s strength!

[pray]
Jesus give us the eyes to see and understand where you want us to grow; give 
us the humility to serve like You did at any cost to ourselves.  And give us the 
courage to proclaim your message to those around us without regard to how we 
will be received.  Amen.
…
The word of the Lord is a burden.  But it is a burden that comes out of a context 
of a love relationship with God.  And this brings us to the second part of our big 
idea:  The burden of God’s love…

Look with me at verse 2.

[Read Malachi 1:2a]

Before God says anything else through Malachi He affirms that He loves His 
people.  And I can not express how important this is.  Yes God’s word calls us to 
change.  Yes He calls us to die to ourselves, to crucify our flesh; but He makes 
this call dependant on the fact that He loves us and wants us to be in relationship 
with Him.
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Another way to say this is to say “God always gives us the reason to obey before 
He calls us to obey.”  And this is true all over Scripture, but it is something that is 
often misunderstood.

The most famous misunderstanding comes in Exodus 20 where we get the 10 
Commandments.  Now, we’ve all seen the commandments presented like this.  
In fact we had a copy hanging in the Secretary’s office from before I came.  But 
can anyone tell me the problem with this list?  I’ll give you a minute to find it.
…
The problem is what is not there.  These words are taken out of their context.  At 
the bottom of the poster in the secretaries office it says “from Exodus 20:3-17”.  
But the whole point of the 10 Commandments comes in verse 2 where God says 

I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of 
slavery. (Exodus 20:2)

And that’s why “You shall have no other gods before Me” and the rest of the 10 
Commandments.  I’m the God who loves you; I’m the God who bought you that’s 
why you shall live this way.  Taken out of the context of verse 2 this list of rules 
has no worth.  At best it is a list of moral obligations by which perhaps people can 
attempt to earn God’s favor.  

But that’s not the Gospel, and it wasn’t even the message of the Old Testament.  
God’s message has always been that He loves us, and has saved us, has 
brought us up out of our bondage to sin and death and delivered us.  This was 
true for Israel: He chose them, built them up from scratch, delivered them from 
Egypt by His unconditional love and the power of His outstretched arm.  And only 
after He rescued them did He give them the rules for how to live in relationship 
with Him.  Love always comes before law.

When you see the Law printed like this, taken out of the context of God’s love, 
you have to know that this isn’t God’s word.  It is legalism and it gives you no 
hope.  [tear paper]
…
God’s word is a burden, but it is a burden birthed out of love.

So what happens when we understand the glory of God’s unconditional love?  
Here is where Malachi and our big idea take a surprise twist:  The burden of 
God’s love causes fear…

When we understand who God is and what He has done for us we are filled with 
a righteous fear of God and are motivated to live the way He commands.
…
Now most often we think of fear in a negative light.  Indeed in the New Testament 
God tells us:

For God did not give us a Spirit of fear but of power and love and self-control. (2 
Timothy 1:7)
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But the fear Paul talks of in that verse is referring to the fear of man, not the fear 
of God.  

A couple of months ago I was led to read through the Bible in a month which 
meant reading about 40 chapters a day.  I had never done this before, but as I 
read such large chunks of scripture at once I saw themes I’ve never seen before. 
And one of the things I noticed is that there are hundreds of references to fearing 
God.  

And it does not just mean “respect” like I have so often been told, it means fear.  
But it is painted in a positive light and often connected with God’s love and 
forgiveness.  For example the Psalmist tells us:

If you, O LORD, kept a record of sins, O LORD, who could stand?  But 
with you there is forgiveness therefore you are feared. (Psalms 130:3-4)

And in fact this is the central thought in the book of Malachi.  The burden that 
God laid on Malachi to speak to His people was to show them a picture of a God 
whose goodness and love caused them to tremble.

Let me give you a couple examples.  In verse 6 God says:
If then I am a father, where is my honor? And if I am a master, where is my fear? says 
the Lord of hosts. (Malachi 1:6)

Then He says:
I am a great King… and my name is feared among the nations. (Malachi 1:14b)

In chapter 2 He says:
My covenant with him [Levi] was a covenant of life and peace [in other words a covenant 
of love], and I gave them to him that he might fear: and he feared and stood in awe of my 
name. (2:5)

So Malachi’s burden was to show Israel and us a picture of a God who loves us 
in a way that makes us tremble in reverent fear.  

So I ask you, brothers and sisters does this resonate with you?  Do you know the 
God of the Bible – the God of unconditional love – and does this knowledge 
make you tremble?  

I would venture to say, if the God you worship has never induced fear in your 
heart then there is a good chance that you have not been worshipping the God of 
Malachi.  And my prayer as we continue this series is that this God would open 
our eyes to get a fresh picture of who He is that would rock us and send us 
trembling to our knees in worship of His majesty.

So how do Malachi’s words in verses 1-5 show us a God of love that induces fear 
in our hearts?
…
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Look again at verse 2.

[Read Malachi 1:2a-b]

When God tells Israel He loves them they respond with skepticism “How have 
you loved us?”

Now test yourself here.  How would you answer God’s claim that He loves you?  
Do you feel like He loves you or has life been beating you down?  Have you 
struggled with health or family trouble or disagreements with friends or at work 
that have left you wondering whether God loves you at all? 

I think we have all been there at times.  And we need God’s answer, but it is not 
the answer that we expect, nor is it an answer we hear preached very often.

Look at the end of verse 2.

[Read Malachi 1:2b-3a]

What kind of an answer is that!  We asked “How have you loved us?”  And God 
answers with another question, and a terrible question at that: “Was not Esau 
Jacob’s brother?  Yet I have loved Jacob.”  What could this possibly mean?

If you know your Bible you know the answer to God’s question: “Yes, Esau was 
Jacob’s brother; in fact he was his twin brother; his older twin brother.”  And so in 
the traditions of the day that meant that Esau, not Jacob, was entitled to all the 
rights and privileges of the firstborn.  He would get a double portion of his father’s 
estate; he would carry on the legacy of the family and Jacob would disappear 
into obscurity.

So what is God saying here?  Well He is saying “I could have chosen Esau just 
as easily as I chose you.”  He was just as unworthy of being chosen as you were, 
if anything he may have been slightly less unworthy.  But I chose you and I 
passed him by.

God’s answer to Israel’s question of “How have you loved us?” is to say I chose 
you when you didn’t’ deserve it.”  

And brothers and sisters, while difficult this is good news for us.  This is how we 
know that God loves us as well.  If God could choose the deceiver Jacob, then 
God could choose you too.  When you look at those around you, perhaps even 
those of your own family who have chosen to forsake God and live in sin, do you 
tremble knowing that it is not because of your righteousness that you have been 
chosen?  We should.
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Because The burden of God’s love causes fear when it is encountered.  But it 
also increases His glory.

Look with me at the shocking words of verse 3 through 5.

[Read Malachi 1:3-5]

I don’t want to belabor this, but at this point we are all asking “what about Esau?”  
This doesn’t seem fair!  How come Esau gets the terribly short end of the stick 
while Jacob comes away the subject of God’s love?

I have to warn you that the answer I am going to give here isn’t going to satisfy 
all your questions in this regard because Malachi isn’t really concerned with this 
question.

You see in verses 3 and 4 God spells out exactly what it means for Him to hate 
Esau and Edom.  First He opposes them by turning their mountains into a 
wasteland.  Then He continues to oppose them even when they seek to rebuild.  
Then He terribly gives them over to wickedness stating that they will be known as 
a Wicked Land.  And finally He says that His wrath will be against them forever.

And that might not seem fair at all.  But here it is essential to note that even 
though Esau is mentioned here this passage isn’t about him, it is about Jacob, it 
is about Israel and it is about us.

It was written to the people of God to show them how much God loves them and 
chose them even though they don’t deserve it.  That’s the point of this passage.  
It was written to induce reverent fear in us who believe so that we fall to our 
knees in thanksgiving and worship for what we have received unfairly – we 
should have been treated the same way Esau was, but we weren’t.
…
The story goes that once a woman approached the great preacher Spurgeon and 
said “I cannot understand why God should say that He hated Esau.”  To which 
Spurgeon replied “That is not my difficulty, madam.  My trouble is to understand 
how God could love Jacob.”2 

And this gets to the heart of what Malachi is about.  The question of who receives 
God’s love and mercy and who doesn’t is not the point, the point is that we don’t 
deserve it and yet there are some here who have received it.

And this is where we get verse 5 and the ultimate reason God does everything 
that He does.

[read Malachi 1:5]

2 William Newell in his commentary on Romans.  As found in 
http://guzik.biblecommenter.com/commentaries/3901.htm 
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While we don’t understand why God found us and loved us and forgave us and 
restored us and endowed us with the riches of His inheritance.  Why He has 
made us the subjects of unconditional electing love when we are no better than 
any of those around us.

When we experience God’s love first hand all we can say in humble fear is 
“Great is the LORD – even beyond the borders of Israel and outside the doors of 
the church.

God isn’t God only here where He is worshiped, God is God everywhere.  He 
reigns over Esau, and He reigns over the world even though it refuses to 
acknowledge His name.  His purposes are not thwarted by the fiercest opposition 
or the deepest hatred.  In fact those who hate Him are just as much a part of His 
plan as those who love Him.  

And so we worship the Sovereign Lord who is over all and in all and is extending 
His glory to the furthest reaches of creation without opposition and exactly as He 
plans.  And we rejoice that we have been chosen to participate in that glory.  And 
we tremble at the mystery that we have been chosen at all seeing as we don’t 
deserve it.  

And let’s not grow weary of savoring and strengthening and spreading God’s 
glory because “Great is the Lord even beyond the walls of the church.”
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