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When it comes to failure in the pastorate all of us have a long list of usually men 
we can call to mind.  Though it’s been 25 years I can still see the iconic face of 
the crying televangelist confessing his sexual sins on prime time TV and begging 
for the forgiveness of God and his electronic audience.  

While the media isn’t picky and will gladly jump on any celebrity who “falls from 
grace”, the fall of prominent Christians makes money!

And the reason is because we love to find and criticize obvious hypocrisy in 
prominent people.  I think it makes the rest of us feel like they aren’t as high 
above us as we or perhaps they seemed to think.
…
Today is the third sermon in our series through the book of Malachi.  Malachi was
the last prophet to bring God’s message to Israel before four hundred years of 
silence.  Silence God eventually broke by putting on flesh and walking among us.
But before Jesus Malachi was God’s last word.

Malachi preached to a people who had just come out of 70 years of captivity in 
Babylon where they were being punished for their sin of rejecting God.  And 
while the people had learned the lesson of staying away from idol worship, they 
had not learned that God requires more than simple observance of the letter of 
the law.

While the people of Malachi’s day were carrying out all the sacrifices God 
required, their hearts weren’t in it, and as a result their worship was worthless to 
God.

And so, through Malachi, God sought to draw His people back to Himself by first 
affirming His great love for them, and then showing them how far they had fallen.

And the most amazing thing about Malachi and the other prophets was that while
they spoke to specific people, at a specific time, about specific problems, their 
words are incredibly relevant and could have been – for the most part – written to
the church today.

So with that said please turn with me to Malachi chapter 2, page 676 if you are 
using a pew Bible, and let’s pray that God will prepare our hearts to hear His 
word.

[Pray – God please prepare me to hear your word]
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Today’s sermon is going to be one I am primarily going to preach to myself and 
those who are spiritual leaders in our church.  And that is because this section of 
text is directed at the priests of Malachi’s day.

But even if you aren’t a pastor or deacon or board member or Sunday school 
teacher or Bible study leader, I encourage you to listen in because we need your 
support.  We need you to understand where we struggle and we need you to 
pray for our success.  Because the warning of God through Malachi today is that:
Priests who offer shoddy ministry are cursed by God, while those who 
follow Levi save God’s people. 

Let’s start with some clarification on the first word of that sentence – Priests…

In the Old Testament priests had several very specific privileges and 
responsibilities that separated them from the rest of the people – clergy and laity 
were not the same.  

The biggest privilege – and this is an extreme privilege – was that they got to 
serve before the Lord in His temple and enter into His presence.  

1 Kings gives us the account of Solomon dedicating the newly built temple to 
God, and the priests beginning the Ark of the Covenant into the Holy of Holies for
the first time.  And we get this:

When the priests withdrew from the Holy Place, the cloud filled 
the temple of the LORD. And the priests could not perform their 
service because of the cloud, for the glory of the LORD filled His 
temple. (1 Kings 8:10-11)

The priests weren’t able to do their work, not because they weren’t allowed, but 
because they found themselves standing in the very presence of God!  That is an
extreme blessing!  The rest of Israel had to encounter God through the priests 
who mediated for them.

And this led to their biggest responsibility which was to offer sacrifices for the 
people to atone for their sins.  In order to be acceptable to God the people had to
bring their sacrifices to the priests who would offer them on their behalf.  

But here is where we need some clarification, because the New Testament tells 
us this job is over now that Christ has become our High Priest.  Hebrews says:

Now there [were many priests], since death prevented them 
from continuing in office; but because Jesus lives forever, He has
a permanent priesthood. Therefore He is able to 
save completely those who come to God through Him, because 
He always lives to intercede for them. (Hebrews 7:23-25)
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And as Eternal High Priest Hebrews goes on to tell us:
When Christ came as high priest… He did not enter by means of 
the blood of goats and calves; but he entered the Most Holy 
Place once for all by his own blood, thus obtaining eternal 
redemption. (Hebrews 9:11-12)

And it is because of that eternal redemption which He has obtained for us that 
there is no mention of an official priesthood in the New Testament – because the 
sacrificial work of the priest has been fulfilled in Christ.  Jesus is the only 
mediator between us and God and we all have access to God through Him.

This means that in the New Testament there is no distinction between clergy and
laity when it comes to access to God.  So Hebrews urges us:

Therefore, brothers and sisters, since we have confidence to 
enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus… let us draw 
near to God (Hebrews 10:19-21)

Friends, you and I have access to the presence of God – think about that!  We 
can enter the very throne room of Heaven because the sacrifice that has been 
given on our behalf is both eternal and infinite!  And this sacrifice bought us 
access that was previously only available to the priests in the Old Testament.  
But now is available to everyone who puts their faith in Jesus.  And so Peter uses
the word “priesthood” to refer to all Christians.  He says:

But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy 
nation, God’s special possession, that you may declare the 
praises of Him who called you out of darkness into His wonderful
light. (1 Peter 2:9)

Brothers and sisters do not take that access for granted, use it to draw near to 
God!

Now this brings up something important.  Just because we are priests, does not 
mean we all have the same job in God’s service.  He has gifted us differently, 
and He requires different things from us.

Paul tells us:
In Christ we, though many, form one body, and each member 
belongs to all the others. [so we are equals as priests, but] We 
have different gifts, according to the grace given to each of us. If
your gift is prophesying, then prophesy in accordance with 
your faith; if it is serving, then serve; if it is teaching, then 
teach; if it is to encourage, then give encouragement; if it is 
giving, then give generously; if it is to lead, do it diligently; if it 
is to show mercy, do it cheerfully. (Romans 12:5-8)
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And in Ephesians we read:
And He (that’s Christ) gave some as apostles, and some as 
prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors 
and teachers. (Ephesians 4:11)

And in the passage we are looking at today in Malachi God’s word zeros in on 
the pastoring and teaching ministries.  And so here we get to the second part of 
our central idea: Priests who offer shoddy ministry…

The first thing we have to remember as we look at this text is that on the outside 
everything looked good with the ministry that was happening in Israel when 
Malachi wrote.  

In fact the priests thought they were doing everything right.  In chapter 1 the 
priests asked:

“How have we despised Your name?” (Malachi 1:6)

And
“How have we defiled You?” (Malachi 1:7)

After all the sacrifices were being offered, the temple was open for business, the 
people were coming to pray and being taught – what more could God want?  
Similarly a person today could look at the church and say “what could be wrong 
here?  The lights are on, the doors are open, the service happens every 
Sunday… isn’t this what You want God?”

And yet in verses 1 through 3 and then 8 and 9 of chapter 2 God says the 
ministry the priests were offering was shoddy and therefore unacceptable to Him 
in at least 3 ways.
 
First, look at verse 1.

[Read Malachi 2:1-2a]

The first and biggest fault of the priests and many spiritual leaders of today is that
we don’t listen to God.  

You will remember that in John 15 Jesus said:
I am the vine, you are the branches; he who abides in Me and I 
in him, he bears much fruit, for apart from Me you can do 
nothing. (John 15:6)

Our connection or abiding in Christ is absolutely essential to hearing what God 
wants us to do.  Any fruit we manage to pull off outside of a connection to Christ 
does not honour God even if tons of people start coming to church or attending 
small groups.
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The picture Jesus gives us is of a branch that abides in the vine.  The metaphor 
is of being continually connected to Jesus.  This means more than just doing 
devotions every morning (which statistically most Christians and even pastors 
don’t do anyway), it means living our lives conscious of Christ at every moment 
and desiring to bring Him glory with everything we do.

This is important for all of us, but especially for preachers because God uses us 
to give His word to His people – and God’s people are desperately hungry for His
word.  I came across a quote from a pastor down in the States that nails this.  It 
reads:

When a man goes to church he often hears a preacher in the pulpit rehash everything 
that he has read in the editorials, the newspapers, and the magazines…. When a man 
comes to church, actually what he is saying to you is this, “Preacher, I know what the TV 
commentator has to say; I hear him every day. I know what the editorial writer has to say;
I read it every day. I know what the magazines have to say; I read them every week. 
Preacher, what I want to know is, does God have anything to say? If God has anything to
say, tell us what it is.”1

And this is my conviction as well.  I know better than to think anyone is interested
in anything I have to say of my own.  And quite frankly if you come here to hear 
me you have it all wrong.  We come to church because we want to hear God 
speak

And in order to ensure that happens, to the best of my ability I am going to keep 
my ear to the track listening desperately for what God wants to say to me and to 
our church.  And fellow leaders of Fort George I admonish you as well keep your 
ears to the track so that when in my humanity I miss the mark you are able to call
me to account.  

Brothers and sisters if you care at all about what happens here at church, get into
prayer and ask God to show us what He wants to do here, where He wants us to 
go, and how He wants us to change.  Nothing matters more!

The second failure spoken of in this passage comes in the next words of verse 2.

[Read Malachi 2:2a-b]

The Old Testament priests and many church leaders today often do not hold the 
honour of God’s name as their primary focus.  In its place they feel the pressure 
to be successful by the world’s standards whether that means making church 
grown the primary motivation or even having services that cater to the people 
who attend rather than to God.

But church that has anything other than the honour of God as its primary 
motivator for everything they do does not please God.
1 Pastor W.A. Criswell, taken from http://www.desiringgod.org/blog/posts/piper-s-final-weekend-
as-pastor accessed May 31st, 2013.
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In verse 8 Malachi continues this thought:

[Read Malachi 2:8a]

And then look at the last part of verse 9

[Read Malachi 2:9b]

There has been a lot of emphasis over the last 20 years on being “seeker 
sensitive”.  The idea is that churches should present themselves in a way that the
most number of people will want to attend.

But the primary purpose of church, as we heard last week, is not to draw people 
to worship, but to exalt God in worship.  The focus must be on God not on us.  
We must seek to make Him comfortable here at any cost – even if that means 
some of us are not comfortable and even leave the church.  

If God isn’t here, friends we should lock the doors.

The third failure God mentions is really the result of the other two.  And we get 
that in verse 8.

[Read Malachi 2:8a-b]

The priests of Malachi’s day and many leaders now have caused those around 
them to stumble.  This not only happens when televangelists cause thousands to 
question their faith, but it also happens when the gospel isn’t preached and 
millions of church attenders don’t question their faith at all.

And these are the most grievous sins that any Christian commits today.  Not 
because church leaders are any worse sinners than anyone else, but because 
our sins have consequences not only for our souls, but for the souls of those 
around us.  

And this is why James, the brother of Jesus, warns
Not many of you should become teachers, my fellow believers, because you know 
that we who teach will be judged more strictly.  (James 3:1)

Brothers and sisters, never envy your pastor or any other church leader when it 
comes to standing before God on judgment day.  While it is a great honour to 
bring God’s word to His people it is also a great responsibility.  And I beg for your
prayers; pray that I will stand firm to live a life of humility, a life above reproach, a
life of quick repentance, and a life of boldness so that I will not fall short of what 
God requires of me.  Pray that I will not cause you to stumble.  
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We come now to the next section of our big idea where we hear what is on the 
line: Priests who offer shoddy ministry are cursed by God…

Here I want to give a brief word to anyone who has been hurt by a pastor or a 
church in the past.  Perhaps it was the sin of a leader, perhaps it was 
insensitivity, or selfishness or lust or greed or any number of other possibilities.
  
Regardless of where the hurt came from the message of Malachi for you is that 
God hates hypocrisy in church leadership much more than any of us, and He 
intends to make it right.  Therefore don’t let the sin of someone else cause you to
leave your faith behind.

Leave vengeance to God.  And then God gives us the words of verses 1 through 
3 to tell us how seriously He takes hypocrisy.  

[Read Malachi 2:1-3]

God says those who lead His people with shoddy ministry will be cursed by Him, 
their offspring will be rebuked meaning their curse will last for generations; and 
God will spread the offal of their sacrifice on their faces.  

For any who don’t know “offal” is the intestines and their contents of the sacrificial
animal.  Having this smeared on your face is not only disgusting, but utterly 
humiliating.  And then God says you will be carried off with it!  

When the offal was removed from the animal in ancient Israel it was then carried 
outside the camp, away from the people and disposed of in the smoking garbage
dump of Gahanna.  And Jesus used this as a picture of hell.  

Friends, this is as severe a warning as is possible for myself and the rest of our 
leadership team.  We must be utterly committed to the ministry we offer God.  
But it is also an encouragement to anyone who we have hurt.  Our sins do not 
mean God is not just, so please don’t allow anyone to steal your faith.
 …
And this brings us to the final part of our big idea: Priests who offer shoddy 
ministry are cursed by God, while those who follow Levi save God’s 
people.
 
In the middle of our text today there are four verses that describe the alternative 
to all this sin and define ministry that is acceptable to God.2  Look at verse 4.

[Read Malachi 2:4-5a]

2 Structure for the following section adapted from John Piper’s “The glory of priestly success” 
http://www.desiringgod.org/resource-library/sermons/the-glory-of-priestly-success 
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Here God establishes Levi as the example of a true priest and says those who 
walk in his shoes continue to live in and enjoy the blessing of the covenant He 
had with him – a covenant of life and peace.

And the first mark of a spiritual leader like Levi is that they have a reverence or 
fear of God and His glory.  And we get this in the second half of verse 5.

[Read Malachi 2:5b]

This is where all success in ministry, and in fact all success in life, originates.  
Solomon writes:

The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, and knowledge of the Holy One is 
understanding. (Proverbs 9:10)

The alternative, a fear of people, results in ruin both for ourselves and for any 
who follow us.  While the man or woman who trembles before God, who stands 
in awe of His high and exalted name, saves herself and leads those who follow to
life.  

And so I ask you please pray for your leaders, pray for me, that God would reveal
Himself to me and that I would have the discernment to tremble before Him. 

The second mark of a spiritual leader like Levi is a faithfulness to God’s word.  
Look at verse 6.

[Read Malachi 2:6a]

Just like the priests of Malachi’s day were commissioned to teach the Law, so 
church leaders today are charged with correctly bringing God’s word to His 
people.

This means when I preach the focus of my message can not be anecdotes about
culture or my family or good advice for how to live successfully.  Those kinds of 
messages might make you laugh or leave you feeling warm and fuzzy, but the 
only word that I can bring to you in good conscience is God’s word.  And that is 
the only word that you as God’s people are hungry for.  

Please pray for me and the other leaders here that we will be faithful to this task 
whether it is from this pulpit or in Bible study or Sunday school or any other 
place.  Pray that we will be both bold to proclaim the Word truthfully without 
thought to the preferences of people, as well as strong to put in the work required
to make this happen on our parts.  Please pray for me.
…
The third mark of a spiritual leader like Levi is personal devotion to God.  This 
comes in the middle of verse 6.

[Read Malachi 2:6b]
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This is the opposite of the priests we heard of in verses 8 and 9 who had turned 
from God’s way.  This describes a person who is abiding in Christ.  And this 
results in a life of integrity.  This person pursues peace in his dealings, is 
transparent and teachable – full of humility.  And has lips that are not given to 
perversity but speak truth in love even when it hurts.

Please pray for me and your other leaders.  It is easier than it should be to get 
carried away in ministry and let personal devotion slip.  Many days I pray less 
than I should and end up relying on my own strength rather than abiding in the 
vine.  Please pray for me.
…
Finally God says preaching ministry that is in line with the legacy of Levi is 
ministry that saves the saints.  Look at the bottom of verse 6 and 7.

[Read Malachi 2:6c-7]

Ministry that flows out of a passion for God and His glory and a faithfulness to the
Word and a life of personal devotion results, God says, in turning people from 
sin.  Of course only Jesus saves people, but He allows all of us and especially us
leaders to partner with Him in bringing people to the Father.  

This too is the opposite of what is given to us in verse 8 where the priests’ 
actions caused people to stumble.  Here the priests’ and pastors’ and church 
leaders’ actions inspire you and convict you and encourage you to leave sin 
behind and pursue Christ and His honour with reckless abandon.
 
Please pray that your leaders here will be men and women who live this out; who
are consumed with God and His glory longing for it to expand here in this church 
and in this city, who are faithful to God’s word at any cost; who are personally 
devoted to God continuing to abide in the vine and who therefore are able to lead
your souls to glory.

There is nothing more important than this.

[let’s pray] 
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