God’s Answers to a Skeptical Generation #3

“Trouble at the Top”

Malachi 2:1-9

I don’t think I would get an argument by saying that America is in crisis today. Or by saying that the greatest crisis in America today is a crisis of leadership. Or that the greatest peril of leadership is a crisis of character.
 This is not a problem only at the federal or state level, nor is it an issue of one political party. There is now widespread cynicism expressed, especially in the media, toward those in leadership. Confidence in our elected leaders is at a low ebb. 

Of course, leadership is a much bigger subject than politics. Leadership also matters in the world of business, sports, entertainment, and fashion. Indeed leadership is something that touches our lives at every level and in every sphere.
 There is also a crisis of leadership in the church. We have leaders who follow the congregation, entertain them, and fail to guide them to the knowledge of the Lord. Congregations are starving, and it is because their leaders are not being good shepherds. Instead of feeding and caring for the flock as they should, many pastors are abandoning their duty by letting our consumer culture dictate the way their ministries take shape.
 Marketing has replaced ministry, and success is measured by the size of the buildings, budgets, and attendance.

Such a crisis of leadership is not new, though. Twenty-four hundred years ago, the prophet Malachi addressed a spiritual crisis among God’s people, and in the beginning of chapter two of the book that bears his name he points to trouble at the top.

The priests were dishonoring God’s name by despising the very privilege of being priests. They were taking for granted the high calling God had given them and treating the ministry with contempt. Serving at the altar was a job, not a ministry, and they did it to please themselves, not to please and glorify the Lord. Unfortunately, that same attitude is in the church today.

The Perilous Curse 

Malachi chapter 2 opens with the perilous curse in verse 1-3,
“And now this admonition is for you, O priests. If you do not listen, and if you do not set your heart to honor my name,” says the Lord Almighty, “I will send a curse upon you, and I will curse your blessings. Yes, I have already cursed them, because you have not set your heart to honor me. Because of you I will rebuke your descendants; I will spread on your faces the offal from your festival sacrifices, and you will be carried off with it.
Verse one addresses the priest with an “admonition” from the Lord. The Hebrew word used here is mitsvah, as in “bar mitzvah,” meaning “son of the commandment.” It is not so much a “commandment” as it is a “decree” or a “resolution.”
 The same term is used in verse four. There is a sense of certainty in what God is about to say.
Verse two introduces the curse. God begins speaking in the future tense—“I will send a curse… I will curse your blessings”—and then switches to present tense—“I have already cursed them.” 

Before we get to the substance and cause of the curse, though, go back to the first word of the verse: that mighty two-letter word “if”: “If you will not listen.” As with all of God’s threats issued before the point of no return has been passed, this one also carried with it a hopeful condition.
 As if to give His ministers another chance, God introduces the punishment with a hopeful condition. Yet, before the verse is completed, the Lord is forced to admit that the priests are in fact not responding and that He will have to carry out His threat.

What could have changed the outcome? By reversing the negative statements we have, “If you…listen, and if you…set your heart to honor my name…” The major fault of the priests was that they refused to listen to the Word of God. This is especially important for teachers. Nobody can teach who has given up listening and learning. The best teachers are always the best learners and listeners. If we’re too busy for that, we’re too busy. We must find time to listen to Him every day or we shall never be leaders.

Next the priests needed to “set your heart to honor my name.” The phrase is a call for some serious thought and action,
 similar to “take it to heart,” or to take something seriously.
 The expression is similar to Haggai’s “give careful thought to your ways” (Hag. 1:5, 7; 2:18).
 But the priests were to do more than think about it. They were to lay it to heart to give glory to God’s name, to make it their goal or ambition. 

Christian leaders must glorify God’s name. That is our ultimate objective in all Christian leadership. But a God glorifying ministry does not develop automatically if we’re honest. What is natural to us, to our fallen self-centered, human nature, what is natural to us is to promote our own glory, not the glory of God. Pride is the chief occupational hazard of Christian leaders. If we want to glorify the name of God, we have to lay it to heart to do so, we have to make a determined, deliberate decision that it is the glory of God and not our own glory with which we’re going to be concerned.

If the priests of Malachi’s day failed to do this, they would suffer the curse. God says, “I will curse your blessings…I will rebuke your descendants…I will spread on your faces the offal from your festival sacrifices, and you will be carried off with it.” The first part of the curse is straightforward—“I will curse your blessings.” The very things God gave as blessings would be cursed. 
The second part of the curse is not so clear. The niv reads, “I will rebuke your descendants,” leading us to believe this refers to their children. Literally, though, the phrase reads “seed,” which can metaphorically mean descendants, but in this case it probably means agricultural seed. The harvests will be poor and so the tithes and other offerings will decrease.
 Their crops had already been ruined by devouring insects, but things could get worse. God warned that He could curse the very seed that was planted so that it would never germinate and produce a harvest. Since the Law gave the priests and Levites a tithe (tenth) of the produce, ruined crops would mean empty tables for them.

The third part of the curse is the most dramatic of all: “I will spread on your faces the offal from your festival sacrifices, and you will be carried off with it.” God threatened to take the filth removed from the animals set apart for the feasts and to spread that filth on the faces of the priests.
 God would humiliate the priests and “rub their noses” in the dung of the sacrifices! This would make the priests unclean so that they would have to leave the camp. In short, God was saying, “You’re treating Me with disrespect, so I’ll treat you like garbage!”
 Disrespecting God would lead to dissatisfaction, devastation, and disgrace.

The Proper Covenant

In contrast, God points to the proper covenant in verses 4-6,
“And you will know that I have sent you this admonition so that my covenant with Levi may continue,” says the Lord Almighty. “My covenant was with him, a covenant of life and peace, and I gave them to him; this called for reverence and he revered me and stood in awe of my name. True instruction was in his mouth and nothing false was found on his lips. He walked with me in peace and uprightness, and turned many from sin.”
Judgment had to fall so that “you will know” that the Lord has spoken. This expression is similar to Ezekiel’s frequent line, “Then you will know that I am the Lord,” after destruction and devastation have come.

The Lord’s purpose in doing so is clear: “so that my covenant with Levi may continue.” A covenant is often compared to a contract, but it more than a mere contract. It’s a spiritually binding relational agreement between God and his people. Covenants are the means by which God administers and governs His kingdom. A divine covenant provides covering; there is protection and provision under it. Through covenants, God works out his kingdom agenda for the benefit of his people. But while covenants were intended to bring blessing, they also included sanctions if the guidelines of the covenant were not followed.

The important point to be remembered is that both the blessing and the curse were vital to the covenant relationship between the Lord and Israel. Every covenant written in the ancient Near Eastern world contained contingency clauses. If the parties involved fulfilled their respective obligations under the terms of the covenant, well and good. If either did not, the curse clause of the covenant was automatically to take effect. That is, the covenant was not dissolved; the negative aspect anticipated and provided for from the beginning was simply invoked.

While there is no formal mention of a “covenant with Levi” in the Old Testament, Jeremiah 33:20–21 (“If you can break my covenant with the day and my covenant with the night…then also my covenant with David my servant may be broken…and my covenant with the Levitical priests my ministers”) and Nehemiah 13:29 (“they have defiled the priesthood and the covenant of the priesthood and of the Levites”) presuppose that such a covenant did exist in earlier times.
 When the Israelites in the wilderness made the golden calf and worshiped it, Moses threw down the gauntlet. “Who is on the Lord’s side?” he demanded in Exodus 32:26. The only ones to respond were “all the sons of Levi.” Rewarding them for this decision, God consecrated the whole tribe of Levi to the ministry in Deuteronomy 10:8–9.
 “Levi” here is used in the sense of the Levitical priesthood. It is not the specific son of Jacob that is in view, but the whole priestly class as represented by Levi.

The covenant with Levi is called one of life and peace in verse five, for the priests were deeply concerned about the physical and spiritual lives of the people and their well-being before God. The priestly blessing of Numbers 6:24–26 concludes with the request that the Lord “give you peace.” This peace involves more than cessation from war. It contains the ideas of wholeness, soundness, and prosperity, as well as peace with God.

God gave Levi a covenant of life and peace because “he revered me and stood in awe of my name.” This was conspicuously missing in the priests of Malachi’s day. The Levites of Moses’ day had a belief that behaved. The priests of Malachi’s day were lineal heirs of the Levites, but their ministry had degenerated into a well-paying job with fringe benefits.

Verse six describes the kind of ministry that upholds the covenant of Levi: “True instruction was in his mouth and nothing false was found on his lips. He walked with me in peace and uprightness, and turned many from sin.” The “true instruction” translates the Hebrew term tôrâ, meaning, “law.”
 But more than teaching the truth of the Word was involved here; there was also the matter of a corresponding faithfulness in lifestyle.
 They were to teach it obediently, in other words, practice what they preach.
 Levi was inspired by the fear of the living God and as a result God gave him a threefold ministry: he was an example to all by his words, his walk, and his witness.

The last phrase is “turned many from sin.” The instruction from the Word of God and the example of priests should result in turning many people away from sin. Because of the exalted position of priests as the representatives of God, their influence did indeed affect many. Daniel 12:3 describes the blessed status of “those who lead the many to righteousness.” Among the leaders of Israel, this privilege and responsibility belonged above all to the priests.

Yet sadly, in Malachi’s day, it was the priests who needed to turn from sin. These evil priests had to repent or be swept away from the sanctuary in order that the covenant with Levi might stand.

The Practical Challenge

Through Malachi the Lord issues the practical challenge in verses 7-9,
“For the lips of a priest ought to preserve knowledge, and from his mouth men should seek instruction—because he is the messenger of the Lord Almighty. But you have turned from the way and by your teaching have caused many to stumble; you have violated the covenant with Levi,” says the Lord Almighty. “So I have caused you to be despised and humiliated before all the people, because you have not followed my ways but have shown partiality in matters of the law.”
Overall this paragraph sounds very negative. Verse eight outlines the indictment of the priests by the Lord while verse nine describes the consequences of their misdeeds. Those who had despised God would come to be despised by the very people they were supposed to serve. In short, the reward these priests would get would be deserved, for exactly what they had done to God would be done to them. They had sown the wind; they would reap the whirlwind!

But verse seven is positive, showing what the ministry ought to be. The chief end of the priests of Malachi’s day was—and of the Christian ministry of our day still is—to glorify God. They, as is true of all God’s people, were to give glory to God’s name above every other name.
 Whether as a pastor, missionary, teacher, or church member, being a servant of God is a serious thing, and it deserves the very best that we can give.
 What is true of all believers is especially true for the Christian ministry. We must make it our aim to please him (2 Cor. 5:9), and that is what Malachi 2 urges as the aim of all ministry.

The truth is, whatever the leaders are, the people become. Ministers set the tone for others to follow. People will not rise above the spiritual level of their leadership.
 We may not be able to cure the crisis of leadership in our country anytime soon, but we can cure—or prevent—a crisis of leadership in our church. When there’s trouble at the top, the effects tend to trickle down to everyone below.
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