God’s Answers to a Skeptical Generation #1

“Whatever!”

Malachi 1:1-5

Have you ever noticed how sweet children transform into eye-rolling teenagers almost overnight? Jeff Allen, a Christian comedian, makes audiences laugh with his take on teenagers as God’s way of giving parents a taste of their own rebellion.

He jokes, “I think one day the good Lord was looking down on His creation and said, ‘Let’s see how they like it to create someone of their own image who denies their existence.’” His observation rings true for anyone who’s dealt with adolescents.

In his routine, Allen hilariously breaks down teenage vocabulary to just three words: “you’re,” “can’t,” and the infamous “whatever.” He admits that last one “drove me insane”—something many parents can relate to.

I can remember when my stepchildren were teenagers. One of their favorite terms was “Whatever!” They even had it down to an art. The word was spoken with three syllables: “What-ev-er!” And, yes, it about sent me over the edge!

I mention this tonight because one book of the Bible deals with a whole group of people demonstrating this attitude. That book is the last book of the Old Testament, the book of Malachi. No, I am not suggesting that all of the Jews in Malachi’s time were teenagers, but they responded to everything God said to them through His prophet with an eye roll and a dismissive “Whatever!” 

Over the next several weeks we are going to examine the message of Malachi for today with the title, “God’s Answers to a Skeptical Generation.” No eye rolls allowed!

The Approach of the Author 

Turn with me to Malachi 1:1, which reads, “An oracle: The word of the Lord to Israel through Malachi.” To appreciate the approach of the author, let’s break this down working from the end of the verse to the beginning.

The Hebrew name, “Malachi” means “my messenger” or “my angel.” Some propose that this is a title and not a name, especially since the same Hebrew term appears in Malachi 3:1, translated “my messenger.” But here it probably is a proper name and not a common noun.
 Malachi offers no other identifying information about himself, leaving out markers typically used by other prophets, such as his father’s name or the current leader of Israel.
 J. Vernon McGee says (as only he can), “He is the Western Union boy who brings the last message from God to the people of Israel.”
 The important thing about messengers is the message they bring, not who they are or where they came from.

Moving backwards we see to whom Malachi ministered: “To Israel.” This might seem strange, since the northern kingdom of Israel had not existed for 300 years at the time this book was written. Technically it was survivors of the southern kingdom of Judah who inhabited Jerusalem in the fifth century bc yet Malachi addresses “Israel.” Why? I believe we see a direct connection in verse 2, but I also believe this is a subtle reminder that God has not forgotten His chosen people. They may have divided among themselves but He knows His own.

Allow me to set the historical setting. In 538 bc, Cyrus issued a decree that the Jews exiled in Babylon could return to their land and rebuild their temple. About 50,000 of them accepted the challenge, and in 515, after much delay, they completed the temple. Ezra visited them in 458, and in 445 Nehemiah became their governor and served for twelve years. While Nehemiah was back at his post in Shushan, things began to fall apart in Jerusalem; and when he returned, he had to take some drastic steps to reform the nation. It’s possible that the Prophet Malachi was called at that time to expose the sins of the people and call them back to God. The conditions described in the Book of Nehemiah are the very things Malachi deals with in his book: poor crops and a faltering economy, intermarriage with the heathen, defilement of the priesthood, oppression of the poor, lack of support for the temple, and a general disdain of religion. It was a low time spiritually for people of God, and they needed to hear the Word of God.

That is the next phrase, “the word of the Lord,” which places Malachi in line with the other prophets who proclaimed not their own ideas or opinions but the revealed word of God. The message of God’s love for his people is introduced as a “burden.” While most modern commentators insist on translating this word as “oracle” or a “declaration,” many in-depth studies agree in seeing some ominous aspect to its meaning. Like a cloud, God’s judgment hung over the people if they did not repent.
 The same word introduces Isaiah 13–23 and Zechariah 9 and 12, characterized by God’s final judgment. Though Malachi is in a different literary category from them, they share the same conviction that God’s coming to judge the world is imminent. The “burden” weighing on the prophet is meant to weigh on people’s consciences as they prepare for “that day”—Judgment Day.

The Assertion of the Almighty

Malachi wastes no time getting into the body of his work. Verse 2 provides the assertion of the Almighty: “‘I have loved you,’ says the Lord.” This statement sets the tone for the entire book, and, it could be argued, for the whole Bible. The Hebrew verb “to love” is used 32 times of God’s love in the Old Testament, 23 of which are cases of His loving Israel or particular individuals. The tense of the verb (perfect tense) makes it clear that God’s love has not only operated in the past, but it also is presently in effect as well. The idea was not a novel one, for repeatedly God had announced his love as his only cause for choosing Israel. But it was necessary to raise the sights of a people who had become skeptical as to whether that love was still in effect.

The best known verse of the Bible is probably John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” The same author, John, wrote in 1 John 4:8 and 16, “God is love.” As one writer put it, “The Bible is a love letter from God to us.”
 Can you imagine where you would be without the love of God?
The Attitude of the Audience

Yet the next line in Malachi 1:2 demonstrates the attitude of the audience: “But you ask, ‘How have you loved us?’” The people respond with an attitude that we might not see in the niv rendering of the text. The kjv translates this as, “Wherein hast thou loved us?” That word translated “wherein” appears in reply to every message from the Lord that Malachi delivered to the people.
 I think Eugene Peterson captures the tone of the reply in The Message: “Really? How have you loved us?” This is the ancient Hebrew version of “What-ev-er!” With a curled lip, they are saying, “Oh, yeah? How about…?”
 The skepticism with which it is greeted indicates that the sermon is relevant.

Malachi came along at a time when the people were struggling to believe that God loved them. They were focused on their unfortunate circumstances and refused to account for their own sinful deeds. So God pointed the finger back at them and told the people where they had fallen short of their covenant with Him. If they hoped to see change, they needed to take responsibility for their own actions and serve God faithfully.

We also affirm God’s love and blessings until things go badly. We need someone to blame, so we turn to God, saying: “How could you abandon me like this? I don’t think you’re really a good God. How could a God of love let such bad things happen to me? How have you loved me?”
 
Behind these questions, though, is an attitude that pervades our society today. There is a skepticism—what Chuck Swindoll labels “a disgusting cynicism”— that marks many in the family of God.
 Post-modernism in culture has become post-Christianity in the church, marked by skepticism regarding God, His Word, and His love. This is what makes Malachi so relevant for today.
The Answer of the Almighty

This leads to the answer of the Almighty. In verses 2-5 the Lord says, 

“Was not Esau Jacob’s brother? Yet I have loved Jacob, but Esau I have hated, and I have turned his mountains into a wasteland and left his inheritance to the desert jackals.” 

Edom may say, “Though we have been crushed, we will rebuild the ruins.” 

But this is what the Lord Almighty says: “They may build, but I will demolish. They will be called the Wicked Land, a people always under the wrath of the Lord. You will see it with your own eyes and say, ‘Great is the Lord—even beyond the borders of Israel!’

Again the paraphrase of The Message may help us better get the feel for the text:

“Look at history. Look at how differently I’ve treated you, Jacob, from Esau: I loved Jacob and hated Esau. I reduced pretentious Esau to a molehill, turned his whole country into a ghost town.”

When Edom (Esau) said, “We’ve been knocked down, but we’ll get up and start over, good as new,” God-of-the-Angel-Armies said, “Just try it and see how far you get. When I knock you down, you stay down. People will take one look at you and say, ‘Land of Evil!’ and ‘the God-cursed tribe!’

 “Yes, take a good look. Then you’ll see how faithfully I’ve loved you and you’ll want even more, saying, ‘May God be even greater, beyond the borders of Israel!’”
Before we look at the content of God’s response to the people, I want to point out that Malachi has a special question-and-answer style that has caused some to call him “the Hebrew Socrates.”
 Throughout his prophecy Malachi will pose questions from the people and provide answers from the Almighty.
That God would condescend to answer such skepticism is a further illustration of His patient love, but He did offer to give an illustration of that love. It was to be found in His “love” of Jacob as compared His “hatred” of Esau.

Does this then imply that God is hateful? It is true that there are clear objects that God’s hates (such as hypocritical worship in Isaiah 1:14 and Amos 5:21; or the seven evils of Proverbs 6:16–19 including pride, lying, murder, evil imagination, evil-doing, false witness, and dissension among the brethren). God hates everything that threatens or violates His holiness.

But there is also a specialized use of the phrases, “to love” and “to hate.” A close parallel to the Jacob and Esau situation can be seen in the case of Rachel and Leah in Genesis 29:30–33 or the case of the two wives who were not equally loved in Deuteronomy 21:15–17. To put the matter bluntly, the “hated” wife in both these relationships was the less-loved one. This same nuance of meaning has carried over in Matthew 6:24 and Luke 16:13. “To love” is, in effect, to prefer or be faithful to one while “to hate” is to slight or think less of another. In two parallel lists in the New Testament, Matthew 10:37 uses the formula, “He who loves…more than me,” while Luke 14:26 parallels it by saying, “If anyone comes to me and does not hate…” Thus the reference to Esau does not call for a psychological or absolute hatred, but a ranking, a preference, a setting of priorities for higher purposes and goals that demand concentrated effort. 

In Jacob’s case, God’s love signaled his election and his call for service (to be a blessing to all the nations on the earth—including Esau’s nation of Edom). Esau was not, therefore, the object of God’s disdain, disgust, and unchecked design for revenge, for he too was the object of God’s preached word (note the addressees in Obadiah) and the objects of his deliverance in the end times (as in Obadiah 19, 21 and Amos 9:12).

God’s “love” and “hate” (in this sense of choosing for a certain task) was made apart from anything these men were or did. God’s choice of Jacob, for example, took place before Jacob was born, according to Genesis 25:23 and Romans 9:11. Thus we are brought face to face with the sovereign, unconditional, intimately personal, and discriminating love of God.
 So the verb “hate” is to be understood in the light of God’s electing love. Personal animosity towards Esau is not implied. Esau and his descendants, however, by nursing resentment and showing hostility towards Jacob, did bring God’s judgment on themselves. Let God’s people take note and rejoice in her privileges, instead of bemoaning her lot.

There is much evidence for the love of God. That love set forth the offer of salvation we have inherited from Jacob. It is also the love that has reached out in its justice and graciousness to deal with evil and to offer salvation to all mankind. But we must be careful not to doubt that love just because we may be in some affliction, like the struggling remnant of Malachi’s day. When God says that He has loved us in the past and has continued to love us in the present, we must believe Him instead of insultingly demanding, “Where is the proof?”
 In response to the skepticism of his generation, Malachi’s prophecy comes as a wake-up call to renewed faithfulness to the Lord.

Malachi was an in-your-face prophet who had one simple message: take God seriously. As we will see, the priests of his day were playing religious games, going through religious motions, and leading God’s people to worship casually. Malachi was called to confront God’s people with who He really is. When you understand who God is and how much He loves His people, you don’t treat Him carelessly.

So the next time someone rolls their eyes and says, “What-ev-er!” remember how God must feel when we do the same to Him.

After all, that’s why He gave us teenagers to begin with…

�“Christian Comedian Jeff Allen Explains Why Teenagers Are God’s Revenge,” www.faithpot.com, posted 30 MAR 2025.


�Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., Malachi: God’s Unchanging Love (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, ©2019). See also Joyce G. Baldwin, Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1972).


�Charles R. Swindoll, The Swindoll Study Bible (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, ©2017).


�J. Vernon McGee, Thru the Bible Commentary, volume 3 (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, ©1981).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Amazed (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1996).


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�Baldwin, op. cit.


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�Norman L. Geisler and Ronald M. Brooks, When Skeptics Ask (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1990).


�G. Campbell Morgan, Wherein Have We Robbed God? Malachi’s Message to the Men of Today (New York; Chicago; Toronto: Fleming H. Revell Company, ©1898).


�Charles R. Swindoll, “Malachi: Last Call Before Silence,” God’s Masterwork, volume 3 (Fullerton, CA: Insight For Living, ©1980), audio recording.


�Baldwin, op. cit.


�Swindoll, The Swindoll Study Bible.


�John D. Barry, Malachi: Easy Doesn’t Change the World, Not Your Average Bible Study (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, ©2014).


�Swindoll, “Malachi”.


�William MacDonald, Believer’s Bible Commentary: Old and New Testaments, ed. Arthur Farstad (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, ©1995).


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�Baldwin, op. cit.


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�Gordon P. Hugenberger, “Malachi,” in New Bible Commentary: 21st Century Edition, D. A. Carson, ed., 4th edition (Leicester, EN; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1994).


�Tony Evans, The Tony Evans Study Bible (Nashville, TN: Holman Bible, ©2019).





PAGE  
5

