God’s Answers to a Skeptical Generation #8

“The Final Word”

Malachi 4:1-6

We seem to have a fascination regarding people’s final utterances before they die. Entire books have been published containing the famous last words of individuals, some famous while others not so much.

Some famous last words are humorous, as with W. C. Fields, when asked why he was reading the Bible shortly before he died answered, “I’m looking for loopholes.”
Others are ironic, as in the final words of Union General John Sedgwick who said of the Confederate soldiers, “They couldn’t hit an elephant at this distance.” He was then killed by a Confederate bullet. Or John Adams, who on his deathbed muttered, “Thomas Jefferson still survives.” Little did he know that Jefferson had died earlier on the same day—exactly fifty years after the Declaration of Independence was signed.

Still others are more profound, as with Revolutionary War hero Nathan Hale, just before he was hanged by the British: “I only regret that I have one life to lose for my country.” From the world of entertainment, Bob Marley’s last words were, “Money can’t buy life.” George Harrison said, “Love one another.” And, as you might expect, Leonard Nimoy evoked his character Spock with his final words, “Live long and prosper.” 

As we come to the fourth chapter of Malachi, these six verses indeed form the final words of this prophetic book. Yet they are more than that; these verses are the last words of the Old Testament. As we will see, these were God’s final words for quite a long time afterwards.

In the Hebrew Bible there is no fourth chapter of the Book of Malachi; it is just the end of the third chapter. However, in the English translations, these six verses are made a separate chapter.
 These verses elaborate on the theme announced in 3:17-18,
“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 key word here is “day.” That day will be mentioned four times in the closing verses, in 3:17; 4:1, 3, 5.
 This refers to “the day of the Lord,” mentioned often in the Old Testament prophets. Joel 2:11 says, “The day of the Lord is great; it is dreadful. Who can endure it?” Likewise verse 31 of the same chapter says, “The sun will be turned to darkness and the moon to blood before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the Lord.” Zechariah 1:14-15 states, “The great day of the Lord is near—near and coming quickly. Listen! The cry on the day of the Lord will be bitter, the shouting of the warrior there. That day will be a day of wrath, a day of distress and anguish, a day of trouble and ruin, a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and blackness.” We might use the phrase “Judgment Day” to describe the “day of the Lord.”

The Distinctive Fate

In Malachi 4:1-3, we see the distinctive fate that will be revealed on the day of the Lord:
“Surely the day is coming; it will burn like a furnace. All the arrogant and every evildoer will be stubble, and that day that is coming will set them on fire,” says the Lord Almighty. “Not a root or a branch will be left to them. But for you who revere my name, the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings. And you will go out and leap like calves released from the stall. Then you will trample down the wicked; they will be ashes under the soles of your feet on the day when I do these things,” says the Lord Almighty. 

Malachi had earlier used the imagery of a refining fire in 3:2, but now speaks of a destructive fire.
 This fiery judgment is directed against the arrogant and the wicked, whom the skeptics called happy and prosperous in the previous chapter. Their heralded “escape” from God’s judgment proves to be short-lived, as they and their “prosperity” are burned up like chaff or stubble. John the Baptist probably had this passage in mind when he announced that Jesus would “burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire” in Matthew 3:10-12. To underscore the effectiveness of this blaze, Malachi declares that it will leave “neither root nor branch.” Using the common metaphor of a tree or vine, God illustrates how completely the wicked will be wiped out.

This raises the question for some: Do the ungodly suffer eternally, or are they quickly destroyed? Malachi 4:1 seems to teach that they will be destroyed, or burnt up. This has become a popular doctrine among many, even notable evangelicals who doubt that the wicked will suffer eternally.

If we want to think though this question, then we need to look at all the biblical evidence, especially in the New Testament. Jesus taught the resurrection of all people when He returns, good and evil alike. He said in John 5:28-29, “The hour is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and will come out—those who have done good, to the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil, to the resurrection of condemnation.” So everyone will be raised, with resurrection bodies, some to life, and some to condemnation. Jesus also taught that hell was eternal on many occasions. I believe is that punishment is eternal, as God made humans so that our decisions and actions in our lifetimes have eternal consequences.

For the righteous, however, the day of the Lord will bring the “sun of righteousness.” God and His glory are compared with the sun in Isaiah 60:1, 19, while Christ is the “rising sun” from heaven in Luke 1:78-79.
 For those who fear the Lord, the future is extremely bright. It will not be the brightness of a consuming fire, but the shining of the sun of righteousness with healing in its wings.

The reference to “healing” is no doubt “deliverance from destruction” as in Psalm 107:20. As the sun sends forth its rays (depicted in many ancient Near Eastern monuments as a winged sun disc), the long winter of suffering for the righteous will end with the refreshing, invigorating, and delivering appearance of the Son of God. The righteous will “go forth” skipping like calves released after being penned up all winter long. But the wicked will be trodden under foot even as Genesis 3:15 and Romans 16:20 had promised. The dramatic final outcome of history will vindicate God’s eternal order.
 This distinctive fate is that final separation of which we read in Psalm 1:6, “For the Lord watches over the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish.” 

The Definite Foundation 

Verse four seems to shift gears, as the Lord tells His people, “Remember the law of my servant Moses, the decrees and laws I gave him at Horeb for all Israel.” The last three verses of Malachi (4-6) form a fitting conclusion to this book which itself completes the “Book of the Twelve.”
 God’s final words in this book of Malachi point back to Moses, and forward to the coming of Elijah. In the Old Testament, Moses and Elijah were important characters. Moses was associated with the law, Elijah with the prophets.

You see, following this prophecy by Malachi, Israel is going to move into a period in which heaven goes off the air. God will not be broadcasting. The silence of four hundred years will not be broken until the appearance of John the Baptist. In the meantime, Israel is to remember the Law of Moses. It will be their life; it will be God’s Word for them.

Some may wonder, “Why does God say He gave the law to Moses at Horeb? I thought it was Mount Sinai.” The name Horeb is an alternative name for Sinai as seen in Exodus 3:1; 17:6; and 33:6.
 I believe there may be another significance to referencing Horeb that we will see in a moment.

Of course, many Christians today will dismiss this with, “That’s the Law and we’re under Grace!” Yet, as Walter Kaiser warns, 

New Testament believers must also be careful not to erect a giant wall of partition between the law and the promises of God, for Paul asked whether the promises of God had, as a matter of fact, abolished the law. (Rom. 3:31). Paul sprang back with a resounding negative; instead, faith had “established” the law of God. Let us be careful not to pronounce more than three-fourths of God’s revelation in the Bible obsolete.

I could not agree more.

The Divine Forerunner 

Finally we see the divine forerunner described in verses 5-6, “See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes. He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the land with a curse.”
The choice of Elijah to typify the coming prophet may have been suggested by the mention of Horeb, for, like Moses, he had a revelation of God there in 1 Kings 19:8–18. Then again Elijah served as a moral catalyst to the nation. No other prophet so dramatically changed the attitude of his contemporaries, nor so influenced the destiny of the nation.

Moses and Elijah are two of the most important figures in Israelite history. If ancient Israel had a Mount Rushmore, I believe it would depict Abraham (the father of the nation), Moses (the law giver), David (the greatest king), and Elijah (the greatest prophet). 

We see both Moses and Elijah personally present in the New Testament at the transfiguration of Jesus in Matthew 17.
 At the end of the New Testament, Revelation 11 speaks of two witnesses who are to appear in the last days. One is described as having power “to shut up the sky so that it will not rain during the time they are prophesying” (11:6), a clear allusion to Elijah’s most famous work.
 Since Elijah was taken from the earth without dying, many are convinced that one of these two witnesses will be Elijah.
 The other could be Moses, as they are paired together often, or Enoch, who similarly did not experience physical death. (I personally believe it could be either one with Elijah.)

Elijah is mentioned at least thirty times in the New Testament, and ten of those references relate him to John the Baptist. But John the Baptist said plainly that he was not Elijah in John 1:21 and 25. He did come in the “spirit and power” of Elijah, but he was not Elijah returned to earth. However, for those who believed on Christ during His earthly ministry, John the Baptist performed the work of Elijah in their lives: he prepared them to meet the Lord. Jesus said in Matthew 11:14, “And if you are willing to accept it, he is the Elijah who was to come.” Then, in Matthew 17:10-13, Jesus said, “Elijah is come already, and they know him not.” The disciples understood Jesus to mean John the Baptist who came in the spirit and power of Elijah.

So was John the Baptist the fulfillment of this prophecy? Yes and no. Yes, John came in the spirit and power of Elijah and his ministry was to prepare the way for the Lord, which he did for Jesus. Yet John was not Elijah reincarnated. He was his own person.

The possibility remains, however, that the appearance of John the Baptist does not exhaust the full meaning of this prophecy.
 It may well be that Elijah will return to earth as one of the two witnesses in Revelation 11, for the signs that these two men will perform remind us of the miracles of Elijah.

Malachi describes Elijah’s future ministry this way: “He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers.” When the angel Gabriel announced the birth of John the Baptist to his father, Zechariah, in Luke 1:17, he said, “And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous—to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” The future ministry of the coming prophet is described in terms of bridging the generation gap.
 This would happen by turning the hearts of fathers and hearts of their sons to the Lord. Only as parents and their children individually and together turn to the Lord will there come a healing of the generation gap with parents being reconciled to each other and to their children.

Earlier in Malachi 3:7, God had implored the people, “Return to Me, and I will return to you.” The same basic verb meaning, “to cause to turn” or “restore” appears here. If the children repent of their sin, their relationship with God and with their fathers will be restored. Their heart attitude will be in tune with the faith of father Abraham.

If they do not return, though, God promised to “strike the land with a curse.” These constitute the final word not only of the book of Malachi but of the Old Testament. Some are uncomfortable with this: The Masoretes, Jewish scholars who preserved the Hebrew Bible during the Middle Ages, repeated verse 5 after verse 6, lest the Old Testament end on the harsh note of a curse. But this attempt to soften the message does not alter the grim reality.

This word curse is ḥērem in Hebrew, and it was a severe word. The cities and population of Canaan that had belonged to other gods were put under the curse and were to be utterly exterminated. This harsh fate later became associated with the terror of final judgment as well.
 For those who refuse to turn to God, the final word for them is an eternity separated from God in hell.
God’s gracious invitation, extended through Malachi, still holds today. The God who urged Israel to return to Him promises to turn in saving power to any who will fear and believe Him. All who take His Word seriously and obey His commands can experience an outpouring of blessing today and can look forward to Christ’s coming with joyful anticipation. The unbelieving world will feel the awesome judgment of the Day of the Lord, but His servants will rule with Him victoriously. When the kingdoms of this world are overthrown, those whose bodies are the temple of the Holy Spirit will enjoy His presence forever.

It may seem odd that the Old Testament should end with the word “curse.” When we get near the end of the New Testament, we read, “And there shall be no more curse” (Rev. 22:3). For when the Sun of righteousness arises, it will mean either burning or blessing: blessing to those who have trusted Him, burning to those who have rejected Him. Nobody can afford to argue with God the way the Israelites did when they heard Malachi, because God will always have the last word. For you, will that last word be salvation or judgment?
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