God’s Answers to a Skeptical Generation #5

“Flipping the Script”

Malachi 2:17-3:5

The phrase “flip the script” is a relatively new one, originating in the 1990s, but the idea has been around for a long time. Previously the phrase “turn the tables” was used to mean essentially the same thing. As we continue to consider God’s answers to a skeptical generation in the book of Malachi, we see that flipping the script was prevalent even four hundred years before Christ.

Flipping the Script on Morality

We begin at the end of Malachi 2, in verse 17,
You have wearied the Lord with your words. “How have we wearied him?” you ask. By saying, “All who do evil are good in the eyes of the Lord, and he is pleased with them” or “Where is the God of justice?” 

Scholars agree that, “this is another example of a very poor chapter division since most of what we now call chapter 3 is intended in answer to the charges of 2:17.”

The first statement immediately raises a question: How can mere man exhaust the everlasting God who does not become weary or tired? (Isa. 40:28). Isaiah himself best explains this: Israel had wearied God with their sin (Isa. 1:14; 43:24), and Ahaz had exhausted the patience of God by his persistent unbelief (Isa. 7:11–13).
 We do not wear God out physically (as He is spirit), but we can make God “sick and tired” of our unbelief and misbehavior.

To these words Malachi’s audience responds with the typical eye roll as they sigh, “Whatever! How are we wearying God?” Basically, God was tired of hypocrisy, inverted morals, spiritual blindness, and stubbornness.
 Yet it is the inverted morals—“flipping the script” on morality—that is brought out in the rest of the verse: “By saying, ‘All who do evil are good in the eyes of the Lord, and he is pleased with them’ or ‘Where is the God of justice?'”
The words of these complainers belong to the mocker and scorner. Their words reversed the truth as God had revealed it. This is not to say that there are no occasions when the righteous cry out in doubt over the prosperity of the wicked and the apparent unfairness of life. Such moments of questioning appear in the lives of both Jeremiah (Jer. 12:1), Habakkuk (Hab. 1:2–4), and Asaph (Psa. 73).
 But they maintained their faith. Malachi’s contemporaries, by contrast, had become cynical and unbelieving.

These people did not think that God cared whether they were good or bad, since He did not seem to punish the wicked or reward the righteous.
 Verses 14–15 of chapter 3 elaborate on the latter complaint,

“You have said, ‘It is futile to serve God. What did we gain by carrying out his requirements and going about like mourners before the Lord Almighty? But now we call the arrogant blessed. Certainly the evildoers prosper, and even those who challenge God escape.’”
They looked around them, they saw people sinning, but not being struck down by God. So they assumed that God approved of such sins. They saw the wicked prosper, so they assumed that God delighted in the wicked. Notice that their focus was on others, not on God, and that they envied material success. This is a dangerous attitude to have. Those who were sinning and getting away with it were trading on God’s patience and mercy, and those who were observing them were confusing God’s patience with God delighting in evil. This was a deep mistake about how God works, and an even deeper mistake about the character of God. Their theological reflection was leading them away from God, not to God, because they were relying on their observation, not on God’s self-revelation in Scripture. They should have known that God is a holy God, that He is a patient God, but that He is also a God who ultimately judges sin and sinners.
 Instead, like little children caught in the act of doing wrong and who instinctively point to the other children and ask, “What about them?” so these arrogant complainers pointed to everyone else and asked, “What about them?”

So why does God make us wait? God delays His judgment because of His mercy. He wants to give people time to repent. We read in Exodus 34:6, “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness.” And as 2 Peter 3:9 says, “The Lord is not slow about His promise, as some think of slowness, but is patient with you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance.” Since the wages of sin is death, if we died in the moment of our sin, we would have no time to repent. So the reason that God delays His judgment is so that the gospel may be preached, and so that more men, women and children might repent, believe and be saved. This is God’s general gospel policy. And it is reflected in the lives of individuals. God bears with our sin in order to give us time to repent.
 The Jews of Malachi’s day were calling for justice. They didn’t need justice; they needed mercy!

The people are skeptical, so they ask, “Where is the God of justice?” Why does He not do something to demonstrate His power and justice?
 But this was more than an honest question. The query, “Where is the God of justice?” was tantamount to doubting His existence.
 

Furthermore, to justify either the wicked or their wickedness was “an abomination to the Lord” according to Proverbs 17:15, and calling “evil good and good evil” was enough to call down one of Isaiah’s indictments of “woe” in Isaiah 5:20. To say that God esteemed evil-doers as good and actually took pleasure in them was nothing short of blasphemy. The Hebrew word translated, “to delight, to take pleasure in,” is properly used of God as when He “delights” in His law being kept (Isa. 56:4); in “mercy,” “knowledge of God” (Hos. 6:6); in “justice,” “covenant love,” and “humility” (Mic. 6:8); or in “truth” (Ps. 51:8). But the skeptics of Malachi’s day reversed this. They were flipping the script on morality. As far as they were concerned, since God had not favored them with material prosperity, His influence and favor must be going to the wicked and not to the chosen people of Israel.

Flipping the Script on the Messiah

Moving into chapter 3, we see more “flipping the script,” but now it is God doing the flipping. 
“See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me. Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple; the messenger of the covenant, whom you desire, will come,” says the Lord Almighty. But who can endure the day of his coming? Who can stand when he appears? For he will be like a refiner’s fire or a launderer’s soap. He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver; he will purify the Levites and refine them like gold and silver. Then the Lord will have men who will bring offerings in righteousness, and the offerings of Judah and Jerusalem will be acceptable to the Lord, as in days gone by, as in former years.
It almost appears as if Malachi were eagerly anticipating their question, because the answer given is full and powerful. Indeed, verse 1 is a crucial verse, focusing on the coming messengers of the Lord. By the way, “my messenger” is in Hebrew malachi, the same as the author’s name.

Surprisingly, these skeptics did long for the coming of the Messiah. However, they had an incorrect view of the purpose and the result of Messiah’s coming. It was their hope that all the injustices and poverty they had suffered would now be instantaneously rectified. Thus, it was not skepticism or doubt over the ultimate coming of Messiah that Malachi needed to address in chapter 3, but delusions about the purpose, effects, and results of Messiah’s coming. God would not change one iota from His present nature or method of working. Messiah would come, as these mockers had expected. But He would come suddenly, and He would come without the results falsely attributed to Him.

Verse 1 mentions two distinct persons: “my messenger,” who will prepare the way, and "the Lord," identified as, “the messenger of the covenant, whom you desire.” How do we know these are separate individuals and not the same person? Sequence of events: Malachi records the first will come “and then” the second will come. 

Who are these two individuals? The first, “my messenger,” is identified by Jesus as John the Baptist in Matthew 11:10, “This is the one about whom it is written: ‘I will send my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way before you.’” John the Baptist prepared the way for Jesus and called people to repent.
 Furthermore, Jesus said of John in Matthew 11:14, “And if you are willing to accept it, he is the Elijah who was to come,” referring to Malachi 4:5. Consider this: no prophet appeared from the time of Malachi until John arrived on the scene some 400 years later.
  
This brings us to the second individual mentioned, “the messenger of the covenant.” This is no one else but Jesus Christ. He is the “Messenger of the Covenant” in that He fulfilled all the demands of the covenant in His life, suffered the penalties of the covenant in His death, and rose from the dead to usher in a new covenant of grace (Jer. 31:31–40; Matt. 26:26–30; Heb. 8:6–13). Everything in the Old Testament unites in pointing to Jesus Christ and His marvelous work of redemption.

Malachi insinuates that the Messiah was none other than God Himself. Notice that the first messenger “will prepare the way before me.” Who is speaking here? The Lord Almighty. “Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple,” the verse continues. The “messenger of the covenant” is “the Lord,” (though a different Hebrew term used—Adonai rather than Yahweh) who will come to “His temple” (not My temple but still one to whom the temple belongs.) This establishes a significant identification between the first and second Persons of the Trinity.

The phrase, “the messenger of the covenant, whom you desire,” could be an ironic statement by Malachi, as if to say, “You think you want Him to come, but be careful what you wish for!” Just as Amos had had to point out that the day of the Lord was to be dark and not light (Amos 5:18), so the coming of the messenger of the covenant would be less than welcome when the implications of his coming were experienced.
 The Jews in Malachi’s day were hoping that “the Day of the Lord” would come soon, not realizing what a terrible day it would be for the whole earth.

His coming would be “sudden,” a Hebrew word meaning “unexpectedly” rather than “immediately.” This word appears twenty-five times in the Old Testament and in every case except one it is connected with disaster or judgment. Accordingly, for the wicked the coming of the Lord would be “as a thief in the night” (2 Pet. 3:10; note in that context as well the scoffers were also asking where was the coming promised).
 The Lord’s coming will be a sudden one, when people least expect it, but when God’s timing is right.
 This is also reflected in the New Testament when the second coming of Christ is described as “soon” or coming “quickly.” His coming will be sudden and unexpected. “But of that day and hour, no one knows, no, not even the angels of heaven, but My Father only” (Matt. 24:36). “For when they say, ‘Peace and safety!’ then sudden destruction comes upon them, as labor pains upon a pregnant woman” (1 Thess. 5:3).

Verses 3-4 describe the cleansing work of God, depicted in two figures: fire and soap. What fire does in separating the slag from the metal and soap does in separating dirt from clothes, so will the cleansing work of God do for His people. Thus the judgment of God held no threat for His people, just as the real metal had nothing to fear in the fire or the clothes had to dread of the laundryman’s soap or lye. But pity the slag and dirt. They would risk everything—and so were the unbelieving scoffers in Israel. For them the furnace of affliction would be dreadful. Their garments were covered with violence (Mal. 2:16) and with stains of sin which no ordinary soap or human efforts could remove (Jer. 2:22; 4:14); these same two figures of cleansing had appeared in Isaiah 1:25 and Daniel 12:10. Thus the fire would test every man and his work. Much of what had been accomplished by men and women in their lifetime would be disclosed for what it, in fact, was—wood, hay, and stubble.

Paul writes of this in 1 Corinthians 3:11–15,

For no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ. If any man builds on this foundation using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw, his work will be shown for what it is, because the Day will bring it to light. It will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test the quality of each man’s work. If what he has built survives, he will receive his reward. If it is burned up, he will suffer loss; he himself will be saved, but only as one escaping through the flames.

This is referred to in 2 Corinthians 5:10 as “the judgment seat of Christ,” where believers will be rewarded for their service to Christ here on earth. This should not produce fear or dread in the heart of the Christian, but should motivate us to invest our lives in what will last in eternity, not what will burn up in the fire.

Flipping the Script on the Malevolent

In verse 5 we see God flipping the script on the malevolent, or wicked. Unlike the Judgment Seat of Christ, evaluating believers’ service for Christ, this is judgment on sin:
“So I will come near to you for judgment. I will be quick to testify against sorcerers, adulterers and perjurers, against those who defraud laborers of their wages, who oppress the widows and the fatherless, and deprive aliens of justice, but do not fear me,” says the Lord Almighty.
Using the first person pronoun, the Lord specifies His coming for judgment. This is a direct reply to the question rather flippantly posed in 2:17: “Where is the God of justice [or judgment]?” Here He comes! Three legal terms introduce the Lord’s case against Israel. “Come near”, “judgment”, and “testify” are all words found in the courtroom, and the Lord has abundant evidence to convict the people. Sin after sin is named by the One who is “quick to testify” against His people. The Lord may delay His coming for many years, but when He takes action, it will be swift and decisive.

His coming would signal the beginning of judgment, but not the judgment that the skeptics of Malachi 2:17 were hoping for. Instead the “day of his coming” was that “day of the Lord” so frequently mentioned in the prophets (Joel 2:11; Amos 5:18, and others).

That day is the time when God would visit them in judgment for their own sins. For unprepared people, that day would be a dreadful event. It would be “darkness, and not light” (Amos 5:20), a day of wrath, trouble, and distress, a day of ruin and desolation (Zeph. 1:15). “The day of the Lord is great and very terrible; and who,” asks Joel 2:11, “can endure it?” Malachi 4:5 calls it, “that great and dreadful day of the Lord.”

Specifically, God will judge several types of sinners. “Sorcerers” is a category that takes in practitioners of the occult. “Adulterers” includes any departure from God’s ordained pattern of family life. Next come “perjurers,” covering everything from “white lies” to perjury in court. The indictment against oppressors of widows and orphans reflects Malachi’s interest in social justice.

For those who persist in not adjusting their lives to the dictates of the King, there will be more severe treatment. The furnace that refines will become a fire that consumes. God does not grade on the curve. He grades with the standard of absolute righteousness and holiness. The arrogant and the evildoer will be consumed in the refining fire.

The New Testament depicts this in Revelation 20:11-15,

Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from his presence, and there was no place for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books. The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done. Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. If anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.

I realize this is unpleasant, even a bit scary. But the good news is that, as long as we live, we have the opportunity to flip the script on our eternal destiny. Jesus said in John 5:24, “I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life.”

How will your final script read?
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