God’s Answers to a Skeptical Generation #2

“No Respect”

Malachi 1:6-14

The late comic Rodney Dangerfield built a career around the line, “I don’t get no respect!” That line and the iconic twist of his necktie made audiences laugh for decades. But when God says, “I am getting no respect from my people,”
 it’s no laughing matter.

We see this in the first chapter of Malachi, the last book of the Old Testament. Last week we began a study entitled, “God’s Answers to a Skeptical Generation.” In that opening message we noted that the Jews in Malachi’s day had an attitude typical of teenagers who roll their eyes and say, “Whatever!” That attitude continues through the rest of chapter one.
Their Disrespectful Attitudes

The first issue Malachi addresses is their disrespectful attitudes. Malachi speaks the words of the Lord in verse 6: “A son honors his father, and a servant 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, O priests, who show contempt for my name.”
Notice first who is speaking: “The Lord Almighty.” The phrase, translated “The Lord of hosts” in the kjv, is the characteristic name of God in the book of Malachi, where it occurs twenty-four times.
 This speaks of His power and majesty. It is a name that should evoke respect and reverence, “the fear of the Lord,” meaning to honor Him and take Him seriously.

Yet the words of the Lord reveal a different side of Him. He speaks of being a Father. John Phillips writes, “The greatest name for God in the Bible is Father. It occurs only rarely in the Old Testament, but it was characteristic of our Lord to call God Father. In John’s Gospel alone the name occurs more than one hundred times.”

But there is a disconnect between the reality and the relationship here. 
 I know that God uses the word “if” twice in this verse, but not in the sense of uncertainty. We could also read this as, “since”—“Since I am a father…” There is an expectation that children treat their fathers with honor and respect, but God is not receiving that. Instead He deals with their disrespectful attitudes.

Note also that Malachi directs his message especially to the priests, who, instead of living exemplary lives, were guilty of breaking the very Law they were supposed to obey and teach. The way they were serving the Lord was a disgrace to His name.
 Yet as we will see, what is addressed to the priests is equally true for the people as well.

Their Disrespectful Actions

Their disrespectful attitudes were manifested in their disrespectful actions. While our attitudes are largely hidden from view, the actions they lead to are out in the open for all to see.
 When the Lord confronts them on their disrespect, though, they react as we would expect:
“But you ask, ‘How have we shown contempt for your name?’ 

“You place defiled food on my altar. 

“But you ask, ‘How have we defiled you?’ 

“By saying that the Lord’s table is contemptible. When you bring blind animals for sacrifice, is that not wrong? When you sacrifice crippled or diseased animals, is that not wrong? Try offering them to your governor! Would he be pleased with you? Would he accept you?” says the Lord Almighty. 

 “Now implore God to be gracious to us. With such offerings from your hands, will he accept you?”—says the Lord Almighty.
They ask skeptically, “Who? Us? We did that? We are guilty of that?” These days they might roll their eyes and say, “Whatever! I don’t know what you’re talking about!” You can almost see them standing there chorusing their answers almost as if they had rehearsed the whole thing ahead of time.

The Lord answers them by pointing to their sacrifices, which were second-rate at best. “You place defiled food on my altar,” God said to them in verse 7, a very serious charge indeed. The biblical manual for the practice of the priesthood was Leviticus. Two particular statements from this book indicate this concern clearly. In Leviticus 22:2 Moses is commanded by the Lord to order the priests “to treat with respect the sacred offerings.” In Leviticus 22:9 God decrees that “the priests are to keep my requirements so that they do not become guilty and die for treating them with contempt.” Nothing could be clearer than that a priest was supposed to be take his work seriously. The death penalty was prescribed for any priest who treated his duties lightly, and such contempt was equated with sin.

In verse 7 Malachi mentions “the Lord’s table,” an expression used only by Malachi in the Old Testament, though the idea is present in Psalm 23:5 and Ezekiel 44:16. The prophet was not referring to the table for the showbread because he had blood sacrifices in mind, but to tables mentioned by Ezekiel in Ezekiel 40:39–43 and 44:16 that were provided at the gates of the inner court for the purpose of slaughtering sacrifices.

We use the phrase “the Lord’s table” in conjunction with communion. While that is not the meaning here, Paul dealt with a similar defiling of the Lord’s table when some of the Corinthians took Communion in an unworthy way and died 1 Corinthians 11:20–22, 27–31.
 One way we can apply Malachi’s message to our lives is to examine how we approach communion and other aspects of our worship of God today.
In Malachi’s day Israel’s worship was also polluted by offering unacceptable sacrifices. Mosaic law expressly forbade the offering of blind, lame or sick animals to God. Sacrificial animals were to be without spot or blemish. The very best was to be given to God. Yet Israel was trying to fulfill its duties with less than the best. The blind, the lame and the sick were being given to God.
 With biting irony, Malachi suggests that the same action be adopted when paying one’s taxes to the state. See how pleased that makes your governor or ruler. Chances are that few would have the nerve to do such an audacious thing.

Can you imagine writing a letter to the IRS that you will pay your taxes with whatever money you have leftover at the end of the month? That might make even an IRS employee crack a smile! Of course they wouldn’t accept that! Maybe that’s why they have taxes taken out before you even get your paycheck!

In verse 8 the Lord says, “When you do things like this, is that not wrong?” The word translated “wrong” is much stronger in Hebrew than the English word implies. It is the word normally translated “evil” throughout the Old Testament. Malachi hammers home the point that the people were not merely incorrect (as “wrong” would imply), but positively evil in the way they treated God.

But who had encouraged such indolence? Was it not a kind of discount religion fostered by the priests of God—perhaps in a move to involve more people? Malachi lashes out in bitter sarcasm against these cut-rate priests and urged them to go now, on the basis of such paltry worship of God, and pray for these same persons that God would grant them their every request. “See now if God will hear either your prayer or theirs,” seems to be the challenge of the prophet.

Look down to verses 13-14, where these disrespectful attitudes are seen again:

“When you bring injured, crippled or diseased animals and offer them as sacrifices, should I accept them from your hands?” says the Lord. “Cursed is the cheat who has an acceptable male in his flock and vows to give it, but then sacrifices a blemished animal to the Lord. For I am a great king,” says the Lord Almighty, “and my name is to be feared among the nations.”
The word translated “injured” literally means caught and mutilated by a wild animal.
 We would call this “road kill.” Could you imagine serving road kill to a distinguished guest? Why serve it to the Lord?

These animals were to be perfect; nothing imperfect could be brought to the altar of God and accepted. After all, these sacrifices pointed to the Lamb of God who would one day die for the sins of the world, and if they were imperfect, how could they represent the Son of God, the Perfect Sacrifice?

We might wonder why God addressed the priests when it was the people who brought the sacrifices? It was still the responsibility of the priests to reject them.

It was not that Israel or her priests had failed to give anything to God. That was not so. They were givers! No one could accuse them of being stingy and tightfisted, unresponsive and heartless in their giving to the needs of God’s work. They gave all right, but they chose to give leftovers. They gave what was blind, lame, and sick. It had very little value in their eyes, and so they handed it over to God—as Westerners might today in order to get at least some government tax-credit for the gift. But then how could that gift have any value to God when it was offered both by a polluted person and represented only tokenism since the animal could render very little, if any more service to the one who gave it? Giving something that costs us little or nothing is only another indication of phony religion. Surely, our estimate of God, his work, and his action in our present world will rise no higher than the value of the staggering, diseased animal we bring to the door of the house of God.

“Cheat” is what God calls the man who offers an unfit sacrifice. What would He call us? Animals we don’t offer anymore. Jesus’ death has made animal sacrifice unnecessary. But we are still obliged to honor God as Father and Master. Nothing in our modern world has made us less dependent on Him or made Him less worthy of our worship and obedience. Cheats we are if we don’t give Him His due—which is our best. Time, money, energy, interest—these we spend on lesser enterprises. We divide our time between work and leisure with little thought of prayer and service. Church attendance is a casual option which fewer and fewer exercise. God is shut up in the circled holidays on calendars—Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter—but is not allowed to range through the year as Lord of our daily lives.

What is God’s reaction? He says, “You do not honor the Lord by second-rate worship! You do not honor the Lord by fitting him into your schedule. And you do not honor the Lord by confessing to live sacrificially before him when in fact there is no sacrifice whatsoever.”

God expects us to sacrifice the very best of our resources, gifts, and time—and even our very selves—to Him. Do we offer Him our dreams and plans, entrusting them to His care? Or are we offering Him only what we feel like we can spare?
 Don’t give him your leftovers. Give him your best so you can experience his favor.
 As the saying goes, “Give God what’s right—not what’s left!”
 King David said in 2 Samuel 24:24, “I will not sacrifice to the Lord my God burnt offerings that cost me nothing.” Tony Evans asks,

Do you want a first-class God while offering second-class worship? Do you give him your leftover time, talents, and treasures after you have little or nothing left? You don’t have to say you despise the Lord: to convey the same point, all you have to do is give him your leftovers while also asking for his blessings.

Their Disrespectful Allegations 

This leads to the last way the people showed no respect to God: their disrespectful allegations. Their attitudes, actions, and words all displayed disrespect. In verse 7 we read, “By saying that the Lord’s table is contemptible,” while in verses 12-13, “But you profane it by saying of the Lord’s table, ‘It is defiled,’ and of its food, ‘It is contemptible.’ And you say, ‘What a burden!’ and you sniff at it contemptuously,” says the Lord Almighty.
That last phrase is telling: “you sniff at it contemptuously.” The implication is, “you turn up your nose at me.”
 In contempt they turned up their noses at God and said, “Here’s your sacrifice. I hope you’re happy with it. Now bless me so I can get out of this place and get on with life!”
 Wow! Can you imagine that?

Where did they get that? From the priests! Their words told the whole story: “What a burden!” No longer was it a joy—if it ever was for these priests—to care for the ritual and offerings. It was a burden and a bore. Only the necessity of appearances kept them at it all. Their work was a nuisance and they hated it. And this trickled down to the people they served: “Religious services are a bore and we no longer get anything from them,” they echoed each other.
 (How often to Christians say that today?)
No respect in their attitudes, their actions, and their allegations. How did God respond? Look at verses 10-11,

“Oh, that one of you would shut the temple doors, so that you would not light useless fires on my altar! I am not pleased with you,” says the Lord Almighty, “and I will accept no offering from your hands. My name will be great among the nations, from the rising to the setting of the sun. In every place incense and pure offerings will be brought to my name, because my name will be great among the nations,” says the Lord Almighty. 

Whoa—am I reading that right? God would rather the church be closed than have the people go through the motions? Yes, that’s right. The Lord is serious when He says that it would be better to shut the doors rather than to perpetuate worthless worship. He is indignant that such meaningless ritual should be thought to have any value, and so give false confidence.
 On the modern scene, there is nothing automatically praiseworthy about opening the church doors every Sunday. Going through the motions of an empty ritual will not please God any more than the second-rate worship of Malachi’s day. One wonders how many churches deserve to stay open, based on the genuine worship carried on within their doors.

What about us? What do our attitudes, actions, and words reveal about what we think of God? Worship is really worth-ship…what we think God is worth. If we find ourselves bored with church—or with life in general—maybe we should reevaluate what we are putting into it. God is worthy of our best. Are we giving Him our best?
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