God’s Answers to a Skeptical Generation #7

“A Glimmer of Hope”

Malachi 3:13-18

Every parent of a child—or a teen—experiences the feeling of wondering if this phase in life will ever end. About the time you’re ready to give up, something is said or done that gives you a glimmer of hope. Perhaps not all is lost. In Malachi 3 we see a similar situation with God’s answers to a skeptical generation.

The Childish Ranting  

The text begins with the childish ranting, the last in a series of complaints the Lord has against His people, in verses 13-15, 
“You have said harsh things against me,” says the Lord. 

“Yet you ask, ‘What have we said against you?’ 

“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.’” 

This is similar to Malachi 2:17, where the prophet said, “You have wearied the Lord with your words.” These phrases mean exactly the same thing. Each statement introduces the people’s problem with the fairness or the justice of God.

Of course, the audience has no idea what the Lord is talking about. “What do you mean?” they ask, rolling their eyes. “What have we said against you?”

As in 2:17, they are not addressing the Lord to His face, but spreading lies about Him. They sound like those who grumbled in the desert in the time of Moses. Actually they sound like grumblers against God in every age: and there are even echoes in our own hearts and sometimes on our own lips.
 Unguarded conversation has undermined morale.

“‘Put me to the test,’ says the Lord, and I will bless you” (Mal. 3:10). But these skeptics had replied in effect, “The wicked have tested and proven God already. The wicked sin and God has done nothing about it. We conclude, therefore, that God is a paper tiger. He threatens but he is unwilling or unable to act and do anything about his threats.” The prophet continued, “But the nations will call you blessed and happy if you will test him and do what he says.” Such a prospect, however, was only greeted with more jeering. With unmitigated insolence the skeptics chorused as if they were presenting diplomas to a graduating class, “We now officially pronounce all the wicked the most blessed or happy.” The situation was almost beyond repair.

In Malachi 3:15, the attitude worsens. “But now,” they begin. These skeptics will now make their most atrocious insinuations. They reverse the affirmation of God in verse 10. They mockingly pronounce that the arrogant are “blessed,” the evildoers “prosper,” and those who put God to the test “escape.” God had promised to bless Abraham if he obeyed, but now, they claim, He is rewarding the wicked with happiness.

These people felt that serving the Lord was drudgery; it was “futile” to be His servants. The priests may have been the leaders in this complaining, but the common people were just as guilty. “We’re not getting anything out of it!” was their grievance. “Things just keep getting worse.”

I hear this complaint from some believers about their churches. “We’re not getting anything out of it!” But a church is like a bank or a home: you don’t get anything out of it unless you put something into it. We serve God because it’s the right thing to do, not because we’re rewarded for our service. (We will be rewarded, but that’s not our main motive.)

You are here to serve God: God is not here to serve you! You will never be content if you compare yourself with others, and you are the only person who can stop yourself doing it. Don’t blame others for your attitude to them. Envy is the enemy of contentment. The irony is that the people you envy are those who have learnt not to envy others: you will never get what you want. Whereas God’s invitation to ‘put me to the test’ in Malachi 3:10 is an invitation to repent and trust God for his promised blessings, this putting God to the test in verse 14 is seeing how much you can get away with in disobeying God.

It’s a serious thing to serve the Lord, and we’re commanded to “serve the Lord with gladness” (Psalm 100:2). It’s a sad thing when a servant of God is a drudge, merely doing a job because that’s what he or she has to do or for what they get out of it.
 About such people J. Vernon McGee writes,

I want to make a very strong statement right now. There are some people who attend church who, very frankly, I think would do better if they would just take a drive on Sundays. Their hearts are not in it. They go to church to criticize. As someone has said, “Some people go to eye the clothes and others to close their eyes.” Some folk go to church because it’s a nice place to get a nap. If your heart is not in it, my friend, if you don’t love God, if you don’t want to praise Him and serve Him and worship Him, it is of no value.

The motivation of the complainers is revealed: They charge that serving and worshiping God is useless and unprofitable. Their perspective is essentially selfish: What is our “cut” for serving the Lord? The word profit normally has a strong hint of evil, as in Genesis 37:26, showing that they were insincere in their worship of the Lord. Their desire was for personal gain rather than the glorification of God.

All too frequently contemporary churchgoers act as if God owes them something once they have participated in, or merely attended, services in the house of God—no matter how cold or bankrupt the real affections of their hearts were in that service! Such a mercenary approach to serving God and attending his house is strong evidence that worldliness was at the root of the problem. Without giving any concern for the spiritual motives or the requirements of true heart confession, the malcontents of Malachi’s day demanded the rewards they felt God had owed them.
 They thought it was vain and empty for these people in Malachi’s day to worship God, but the problem wasn’t with Him—the problem was with them.
 

The Candid Repenting

Just about the time it seems hopeless, verse 16 brings a surprise as we read of the candid repenting: “Then those who feared the Lord talked with each other, and the Lord listened and heard. A scroll of remembrance was written in his presence concerning those who feared the Lord and honored his name.”
This is the first time we have read of a positive response to the words of the Lord through the prophet Malachi. To this point the response has all been negative, as the people have doubted, questioned and rejected God’s words. But as at all times among God’s people, there is a remnant, those within the people of God who do respond to God’s words with faith and obedience.

Twice in this verse the faithful are called “those who fear the Lord.” Throughout the book, God has been looking for those who respect and revere Him, and up to this point, none had been found in Israel. Yet here is a remnant true to God.

The fear of the Lord is the beginning of both knowledge and wisdom, according to Proverbs 1:7 and 9:10. It leads to life and away from evil (Prov 16:6; 19:23). To fear the Lord is not to be terrified of him, but to hold him in reverence. Consider electricity. We don’t go about our days scared of electricity, but neither do we stick a screwdriver in an electrical outlet. We have an appropriate “fear” and respect for it. Taking God seriously is the key difference between the two groups described in Malachi 3:13–18.

There is a second characteristic of these believers: they “thought on His name.” In this infrequent usage of a very common verb, the sense is “to meditate,” “regard” or “to so focus one’s mind” on a thing that one gave great value to that thing. The Septuagint used the same Greek word to translate the Hebrew word in Malachi 3:16 that Paul used in Philippians 4:8, “think on these things,” as in, “take inventory of these things.” Therefore, the remnant set their highest value upon the name, i.e., the character and being of the Lord. They made an inventory of that name, and they concluded that it was their wealth, property, and greatest asset. Jesus said in Matthew 6:21, “Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.” Solomon likewise warned, “as a man thinks in his heart, so is he” in Proverbs 23:7. They thought on the name of God and valued his person as their most prized possession, and this dedication was reflected in their own character.

God, in turn, “listened to” and “heard” the requests of these believers. In fact, their names and actions were written in a book before God. This “book,” or more accurately “scroll of remembrance,” should not be confused with the Book of Life as seen in Psalm 69:28 and Revelation 20:12, 15. Here we have something similar to the Persian custom of entering into a book all acts that should be rewarded in the future, as in Esther 6:1.
 Mordecai had uncovered a plot by two men to kill the king. When Mordecai had acted as a faithful citizen and had brought to the king’s attention what was being plotted against him, Mordecai had received no reward whatsoever. But “all this was recorded in the book of the annals in the presence of the king” (Esther 2:23). It was not until some time later that the king, unable to sleep, reviewed his book and was reminded of the faithfulness of Mordecai (Esther 6:1-2). Only then was Mordecai given proper honor and recognition (Esther 6:3).

The argument of Malachi seems to be that God would certainly do no less than a human emperor. Sooner or later, in His own time, God would “remember” the deeds of all His faithful servants. All who had served Him in any capacity would in due time receive their honor and recognition. That is, those who truly did fear God, who truly respected and served Him, were called to a lifestyle of hope. The now of God perhaps did not make proper sense. But the future of God would be far brighter than anyone could know. Those who “feared the Lord and honored his name” would not be forgotten. He would honor those who had honored Him.

The Cherished Remembering

What that entails is seen in verses 17-18, the cherished remembering of the remnant.
“They will be mine,” says the Lord Almighty, “in the day when I make up my treasured possession. I will spare them, just as in compassion a man spares his son who serves him. And you will again see the distinction between the righteous and the wicked, between those who serve God and those who do not.” 

The high privilege God will bestow is to make them His own possession; “mine” is emphatic in the Hebrew, and “my special possession” further endorses the point. These words draw attention to the original election of Israel. The purpose that God had in first choosing a people is shown in the last of the prophets to be about to be fulfilled.

This idea is echoed in Psalm 135:4: “For the Lord has chosen Jacob for himself, Israel as his own possession.” Remember that it is some, not all of the people, who have this honor. In Paul’s words in Romans 11:5, there is “a remnant, chosen by grace.”
 Only the faithful within the nation are the “true Israel,” and they are the ones who will be spared “as a man spares his own son.” In the words of Psalm 103:13, “Just as a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear Him.”

God claimed them as His own, and God promised to spare them in the future judgment when everybody would see that there is a difference between the righteous and the wicked and that this difference is important. One of the sins of the priests was that they failed to make the distinction between the way of holiness and the way of sin. To them, one sacrifice was just as good as another, yet they were supposed to teach the people “the difference between the holy and the common, and cause them to discern between the unclean and the clean,” according to Ezekiel 44:23.

Many of God’s faithful servants become discouraged because the times are difficult, the crowds are small, and their work seems to be unappreciated. People who aren’t really walking with the Lord seem to be getting more attention than are the faithful servants. But the day will come when God will reveal His “treasured possession,” and then the faithful will receive their reward.

Jesus described this in Matthew 13:24-30,

Jesus told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a man who sowed good seed in his field. But while everyone was sleeping, his enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat, and went away. When the wheat sprouted and formed heads, then the weeds also appeared. 

“The owner’s servants came to him and said, ‘Sir, didn’t you sow good seed in your field? Where then did the weeds come from?’ 

“ ‘An enemy did this,’ he replied. 

“The servants asked him, ‘Do you want us to go and pull them up?’ 

“ ‘No,’ he answered, ‘because while you are pulling the weeds, you may root up the wheat with them. Let both grow together until the harvest. At that time I will tell the harvesters: First collect the weeds and tie them in bundles to be burned; then gather the wheat and bring it into my barn.’”
I believe this is described in Revelation 14:14-20,

I looked, and there before me was a white cloud, and seated on the cloud was one “like a son of man” with a crown of gold on his head and a sharp sickle in his hand. Then another angel came out of the temple and called in a loud voice to him who was sitting on the cloud, “Take your sickle and reap, because the time to reap has come, for the harvest of the earth is ripe.” So he who was seated on the cloud swung his sickle over the earth, and the earth was harvested. 

Another angel came out of the temple in heaven, and he too had a sharp sickle. Still another angel, who had charge of the fire, came from the altar and called in a loud voice to him who had the sharp sickle, “Take your sharp sickle and gather the clusters of grapes from the earth’s vine, because its grapes are ripe.” The angel swung his sickle on the earth, gathered its grapes and threw them into the great winepress of God’s wrath. They were trampled in the winepress outside the city, and blood flowed out of the press, rising as high as the horses’ bridles for a distance of 1,600 stadia.

We are living in a day like the day in which Malachi lived and like it will be at the end of the age. You really won’t be able to tell the righteous from the unrighteous. However, in the day God has appointed, the day of His judgment when He comes again, it will be evident who are the true believers and who are the make-believers.

There is still a glimmer of hope for those who take God seriously. Make sure you are on the side of the true believers and not the make-believers.
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