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The LORD will come to judge between the righteous and the 
wicked 

Malachi 3:13-4:6 

Introduction and Context 

 Malachi is the final book of the Old Testament in most modern English versions of the Bible. In the 

Hebrew Bible, the book of Malachi is the final book of the Nevi’im (the prophets) and it is followed 

by the book of Psalms, which is the first book of the Ketuvim (the writings).  

 Malachi is one of the Twelve Minor Prophets1. The Minor Prophets are not less important than the 

Major Prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Lamentations & Daniel). They simply received the name 

‘minor’ because they tend to be very short in comparison to the ‘major’ prophets which are longer. 

 A prophet is someone who speaks on behalf of someone else. In the Old Testament, most of the 

prophets are sent to speak to the people of Israel on behalf of God2. They are meant to convey God’s 

message to God’s people in a particular time and place. 

 The name ‘Malachi’ literally means ‘my messenger’ or ‘my angel’3. There are a number of people in 

the Old Testament who have similar names ending on ‘I’ such as Beeri (Genesis 26:34) and Zichri (1 

Chronicles 8:19)4. 

 The book of Malachi does not tell us anything about the Malachi who received word of the LORD 

(1:1). We only know his name. Normally the prophetic books give clues about the background, name 

of the father, the current king or home town of the prophet (cf. Joel 1:1; Habakkuk 1:1; Nahum 1:1). 

Malachi however gives us no explicit information at all about who the prophet was. Nevertheless, 

we can speculate as to the background of the prophet. His sermons display a strong interest in the 

temple, the priesthood and the sacrificial system of worship, suggesting that he may have been a 

priest5. Jewish tradition also considers Malachi, Haggai & Zechariah to have been members of the 

Great Synagogue, a council of leaders and scribes who helped reorganise religious life and culture 

after the return from Babylonian exile. These individuals are said to have played a key role in 

collecting and arranging the books of the Twelve Prophets6. 

 The prophecy of Malachi is directed towards the people of Israel (1:1). The people of Israel, the Jews 

living in Jerusalem, they are the people whom the LORD wants to speak to through the words of 

Malachi. 

 The author of the book of Malachi is not explicitly identified. Most people assume that Malachi also 

wrote down his own oracles and that he is therefore the author of the book as well as the speaker 

of the prophecy7. 

                                                           
1 In the past, most or all of the twelve minor prophets were written on a single scroll. 
2 Hill & Walton, 2009: 503.  
3 DOTP, 2012.  
4 Hill & Walton, 2009: 702. 
5 DOTP, 2012.  
6 Hill & Walton, 2009: 702-703. 
7 DOTP, 2012.  
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 There is a unanimous agreement amongst scholars that the book of Malachi and the prophecies 

contained within it must have come sometime during the Persian period8. This is because Malachi 

1:8 refers to a ‘governor’ using a technical term from this Persian period and the book makes it clear 

that the Jerusalem temple has been rebuilt (1:10) and Edom has been destroyed (1:4). Edom was 

destroyed by king Nabonidus of Babylon in 553 BC and the temple of Jerusalem was rebuilt around 

516/515 BC (Ezra 6:15). 

 To provide a specific date for when the book was written is difficult and there is a lot of disagreement 

and debate:  

o Some people propose a date of 500-475 BC because the language of Malachi 

shows similarity with that of Haggai and Zechariah. Together with these two prophets, 

Malachi also acknowledges the existence of a Persian appointed “governor” (Haggai 

1:1; Malachi 1:8, Zechariah 4), a functioning second temple in Jerusalem9 (Haggai 1:14; 

Zechariah 7:1-3; Malachi 1:10-14) and a general era of economic decline and spiritual 

malaise (Haggai 1:5-6; Zechariah 8:12-13; Malachi 3:8-12, 14-15)10. It is then argued 

that Malachi was a slightly later contemporary of these two prophets, preaching in 

Jerusalem between 500 and 475 BC. If this date is correct, then Malachi addressed 

Jews living in the recently formed province of Judah (Yehud) in the Persian satrapy of 

Eber-Nahara during the reign of King Darius I (522-486 BC) or the beginning of the 

reign of Xerxes (Ahasueres), the son of Darius11. Malachi’s audience thus included 

expatriates from Babylon and former inhabitants who did not leave during the exile. 

o Others argue that the book was written slightly later, between 475 and 450 BC. It 

was completed before 450 BC because otherwise Malachi would surely have made 

mention of Ezra or Nehemiah12. 

o Still others argue that the book was written after 450 BC. Even though Malachi 

makes no mention of Ezra or Nehemiah, it is argued that he must have been 

ministering at the same time because he addresses many of the same concerns as 

them. He rebukes a lax and corrupt priesthood (1:6-2:9), mixed marriages and divorce 

(2:10-16), liturgical decay including neglect of the sabbath and the tithe (3:8-12) and 

social injustice (3:5). These are exactly the same abuses corrected by Ezra and 

Nehemiah (Ezra 9:1-15; Nehemiah 5:1-13; 12:30, 44-47; Nehemiah 13:4-31). 

 We do not know for sure when Malachi was written, but we do know that it was during the time of 

the Persian Empire when the people living in Jerusalem were economically poor and half-hearted in 

their obedience to the terms of the Mosaic covenant. It was a time of disillusionment in the Jewish 

community prompted by several theological misunderstandings. They thought the time of glory 

would be in their lifetime and had great expectations for wealth (as promised by Haggai in Haggai 

2:7, 18-19) the restoration of the Davidic kingdom (as predicted by Ezekiel in Ezekiel 34:13, 23-24) 

and the implementation of a new covenant (as promised by Jeremiah in Jeremiah 31:23, 31-33). 

                                                           
8 King Cyrus was the founder of the first Persian Empire (also known as the Achaemenid Empire) and it lasted from 

550 BC until Alexander the Great’s conquests of 323 BC. At its height, this empire stretched from India in the East, 

to Egypt in the West and even Macedonia and Thrace in the North West. 
9 According to Ezra 6:15, the Second Temple was completed in March 515BC.  
10 DOTP, 2012. 
11 He reigned as king after the death of Darius in 486 BC until 465 BC. 
12 Longman & Dillard, 1994. 
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When these promises were not fully realised, many of the people in Israel thought that God had 

failed his people13. 

 These above-mentioned circumstances help us to identify a purpose for the prophecy of Malachi. 

The prophet was sent by the LORD to call postexilic Israel to repentance and covenant renewal with 

the LORD (1:2-5; 3:7). His ministry was meant to encourage the priests and people of God to restore 

proper temple worship (1:10-14; 3:9-10) and practice social justice within the community (3:5)14.  

 There is one major theme in Malachi: Israel’s covenant relationship with the LORD and its 

ramifications15. Three covenants are explicitly mentioned in the book: the covenant made with Levi 

(2:8), the fathers/ancestors16 (2:10) and the covenant of marriage between a man and a woman 

(2:14). Malachi also identifies a messenger of the covenant (3:1) who will come to prepare the way 

of the LORD.  

 The essential idea of covenant is that of an agreement or treaty that establishes a relationship 

between parties with attendant obligations and responsibilities. The LORD had made a covenant 

with the people of Israel and he expected them to be obedient to the terms of the covenant (4:4).  

 The six disputations of Malachi also highlight the fact that covenant is the major theme of the book. 

In the first disputation (1:2-5) Malachi reminds the people of Israel that the LORD is the sovereign 

covenant maker (cf. Deuteronomy 32:6-12) and he is deserving of conduct that is appropriate to the 

bond of covenant relationship (cf. Exodus 20:12; Deuteronomy 31:1-10). The LORD remains faithful 

to his covenant promises (cf. Exodus 34:6-7; Psalm 111:9) and the word he has spoken (cf. Malachi 

3:6; Deuteronomy 7:6-11). The five remaining disputations contrast the LORD’s faithfulness with 

Israel’s unfaithfulness by telling the people of Israel where and how they have violated the covenant.  

Form and Structure 

 Malachi is a prophecy written in oracular prose17 that contains six speeches (otherwise known as 

disputations). They are ‘oracular’ since they represent authoritative prophetic speech motivated or 

inspired by God himself18. They are ‘prose’ since the prophecy is written in the language of ordinary 

speech19. 

 Despite having a distinct outline with its six speeches, the book follows the general pattern of 

prophetic literature. It includes an indictment20 outlining specific covenant violations (1:2-2:17), the 

resulting threat of divine judgement (3:1-5), instruction and teaching including a call to repentance 

(3:6-12; 4:6) and the aftermath affirming future hope and promised deliverance (3:13-4:3)21. 

                                                           
13 DOTP, 2012.  
14 Hill & Walton, 2009:701. 
15 This is identified as the major theme in DOTP (2012), Longman & Dillard (1994) and Hill & Walton (2009:705). 
16 This refers to the covenant made with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, evidenced by the fact that Jacob is mentioned in 

1:2. 
17 DOTP, 2012.  
18 47 of the 55 verses in the book are addressed to Israel in the first person, presenting a vivid encounter between 

God and his people. 
19 There is some debate about whether or not Malachi is poetry or prose. The BHS has determined that the prophecy 

is more poetic whilst the NIV has rendered it as prose. 
20 An indictment is a formal charge or accusation of a serious crime. 
21 DOTP, 2012.  
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 Disputation format is characterised by a four-point outline. Typically, each speech in Malachi includes 

the following22: 

o A statement of truth  

o A hypothetical audience rebuttal in the form of a question  

o The prophet’s answer to the rebuttal by restating his initial premise  

o The presentation of additional supporting evidence 

 The desired outcome of these speeches is to leave the opponent devoid of further argumentation 

and resigned to the divine decision23. 

 Though there is some disagreement about the best outline for Malachi, most scholars divide the 

book according to the six speeches with an introduction and a conclusion. This division is shown 

below24: 

o 1:1  Superscription/introduction 

o 1:2-5  The first disputation: God’s covenant love for his people 

o 1:6-2:9  The second disputation: Unfaithful priests are rebuked 

o 2:10-16  The third disputation: Unfaithful people are rebuked 

o 2:17-3:5 The fourth disputation: A future day of judgement 

o 3:6-12  The fifth disputation: A call to repentance 

o 3:13-4:3 The sixth disputation: God’s love for the faithful remnant 

o 4:3-6  Concluding exhortation 

 Our focus for these exegetical notes and sermon sketch will be on Malachi 3:13-4:6. This sixth 

disputation can be further divided as follows: 

o Statement of truth from the LORD (3:13a) 

o An audience rebuttal in the form of a question (3:13b) 

o The answer to the rebuttal (3:14-18) 

o The presentation of additional supporting evidence (4:1-3) 

o The final concluding exhortation (4:3-6) 

Exposition 

3:13a   "You have said harsh things against me," says the LORD. 
 
 Harsh things. A more literal translation of this Hebrew phrase would be ‘you have overruled me’25. 

The people of Israel have not been saying things about God, rather, the opinion of the people has 

overruled the clear teaching and instruction which they received from the LORD. In essence, the 

people living in Jerusalem were making decisions without first considering what God wanted, as 

                                                           
22 DOTP (2012) & Hill & Walton (2009: 707-708). 
23 DOTP, 2012.  
24 Based on divisions from Longman & Dillard (1994), Stuart (1998) & Hill & Walton (2009) 
25 This same Hebrew word is used elsewhere in the Bible and translated in this manner. See for example 1 Chronicles 

21:4; 2 Samuel 24:4; Judges 3:12; 2 Chronicles 27:5 and Daniel 11:5. 
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revealed in his law and the preaching of his prophets26. It could also be that in their speech, they 

were complaining to one another about their circumstances, thereby implicitly blaming God and 

questioning his wisdom. 

3:13b  "Yet you ask, 'What have we said against you?' 
 
 What have we said against you? The people of Israel are surprised to discover that they have said 

harsh things against the LORD. Clearly, they have not been speaking or saying things about God with 

their words, as if they have deliberately set out to ignore him and blaspheme him27. They have not 

been talking about God so why is he claiming that they have said harsh things?  

 Summary. This very first verse of the sixth disputation includes a statement of truth from the LORD 

(“You have said harsh things against me”) and a rebuttal from the people in the form of a question 

(“What have we said against you?”). It is not the case that they have been explicitly speaking against 

God with their words, rather, in their actions they have not been reflecting on what God wants. In 

effect, they have been ignoring him even though in their minds they are busy obeying him and 

serving him.  

3:14-15  "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.'" 

 
 It is futile to serve God. Though the people of Israel might not have been saying things about God 

himself, they have been saying that it is not worth serving the LORD. In Malachi 2:17 the people are 

said to have claimed that God is unconcerned about justice because he does not punish those who 

do evil. Now, we find that they also think the opposite is true. God is unconcerned about justice 

because he is not rewarding those who carry out his requirements28. The Hebrew word translated 

as futile refers to something that is worthless. An activity that is pointless29. It is interesting to notice 

how where the prophets of the Old Testament (e.g. Isaiah 40-42) often told the people that it is 

useless to serve idols, here, the people complain that it is useless to serve the LORD30. 

 What did we gain by carrying out his requirements? In asking this question, the people of Israel are 

saying that there is no benefit from the LORD when they keep his rules. Malachi uses an interesting 

Hebrew word, translated here as ‘gain’. It is not the usual word used for reward. Elsewhere in the 

Bible it signifies a bribe or a means of covering one’s eyes towards injustice. It seems as if Malachi is 

using this word sarcastically to reveal that the people are actually asking for undeserved favours. 

They expect God to do big things for them whilst they get by with a formal religion, with injustice, 

improper sacrifices, divorce and withholding tithes31. 

 Going about like mourners before the LORD Almighty? Mourning was a time where people wore 

dark clothes and were visibly distinguished from others as a result. The people in Israel seem to think 

that if the LORD does not notice and positively respond to them when they are mourning, when they 

                                                           
26 Stuart, 2006.  
27 Stuart, 2006.  
28 Clendenen, 2004. 
29 Clendenen, 2004. 
30 VanGemeren, 2012.  
31 VanGemeren, 2012.  
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are wearing dark clothes, crying out to God and visibly showing the world their public devotion, then 

he will never notice anything. 

 We call the arrogant blessed…evildoers prosper…those who challenge God escape. Those people 

who say that God does not exist, who visibly ignore him and even do things that try to provoke a 

reaction from God in an attempt to force God to respond32, nothing happens to those people. 

 Summary (i). The people of Israel looked and saw that when someone disobeyed God, nothing 

happened to him. Likewise, if someone obeyed God and followed his commands, no positive benefit 

was given to that person either. As a result, it seems as if there is no point serving God since he does 

not punish you if you don’t and he does not reward you if you do. The people of Israel thought that 

a successful and prosperous life in this world is a direct result of your behaviour towards God. Thus, 

when God did not act to punish and reward, that is because he is either not interested in what people 

do or he is powerless to intervene in this world. This kind of thinking meant that people started to 

resent the fact that they had to keep God’s covenant with all its personal, social and legal obligations 

when those who simply ignored the covenant were doing just as well if not better than them33. 

 Summary (ii). Job’s friends also thought that God was obligated to reward the righteous and punish 

the wicked in this life. As a result, when Job suffered, they constantly tried to find out what sin he 

had committed because they were convinced that his suffering must be as a result of his sin. This 

however was not the case. God was testing Job, causing him to suffer even though he had done 

nothing to deserve punishment. In the Old Testament, it is certainly the case that the Bible teaches 

us that normally, God delights in prospering the righteous and he guarantees that the wicked will be 

punished34. However, this principle35 cannot be used by human beings to demand action from God 

and it seems as if this is what the people in Jerusalem were doing. They were demanding that God 

punish all those who do not obey the covenant as they do and that God should richly reward them 

for their acts of obedience. Their devotion to God was not because they loved and feared him, but 

because they wanted God to give them prosperity.  

3:16-18 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 honoured his name. “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.   

 
 Those who feared the LORD (i). From this statement, it seems as if the community in Jerusalem can 

be divided into two groups. Those who feared the LORD and those who did not. Externally, if you 

just looked from the outside, there would be a lot of similarities between these two groups. Both of 

the groups live in Jerusalem, they all belong to the covenant community and as a result they know 

about God’s great works in history; how he rescued the people from Egypt, how he gave them the 

10 Commandments.  

                                                           
32 We can’t be sure exactly what this testing would involve. But probably it was a deliberate and purposeful violation 

of the Mosaic law done openly and repeatedly with the attitude “let’s see what God does about that”. Maybe it 

involved offering sacrifices when only the priests were allowed to offer sacrifices or something similar.  
33 Stuart, 2006. 
34 Hill & Walton, 2009: 414-416. 
35 The retribution principle states that if God is just, he must punish or reward people according to their actions. 
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 Those who feared the LORD (ii). When the Bible speaks about fear of the LORD, it concerns a deep 

reverence and respect for God, especially when it comes to worship. To fear the LORD in the Bible is 

to worship and know the LORD for who he is and not primarily for what he can do for you. It seems 

as if some of the people in Jerusalem truly feared the LORD whilst others simply served him thinking 

it would result in short term benefit. Some people worship the LORD because he is worthy of 

worship, others worship him because they want something from him36.  

 Those who feared the LORD (iii). John Calvin argues that those who fear the LORD are people who 

have been awakened from the ungodly mass to true repentance37. These people were also guilty of 

the things which God mentioned in the rest of Malachi. They also brought impure sacrifices, they 

also did not give their tithe and practiced in injustice. But now, having heard the words of the 

prophet, they have come to repentance. They have come to realise that their devotion and service 

of God has been sinful. They now want to do things differently. 

 Talked with each other. We are not told what these people said, though we can probably guess. 

Most likely, they reminded on another of the promises which God had made in the Bible. Perhaps 

quoting Psalm 73, encouraging each other to persevered in trusting and serving the LORD even when 

they do not see short term benefits. Maybe they also reminded each other of the truths found in 

Psalm 66, that the LORD does indeed hear their prayers, they can be assured that he is concerned 

about them even if their circumstances are difficult.  

 The LORD listened and heard. Where the people in Israel thought to themselves that God is 

unconcerned about them, this verse confirms to us that God does indeed hear and see. God is 

concerned about his people. God knows what is happening in this world. God is not some deity that 

has made the world and then left it alone. 

 A scroll of remembrance was written. Though some commentators argue that this scroll was written 

by the people38, the vast majority agree that it is written in the heavenly presence of God. The godly 

group in Jerusalem are characterised by their love for God and their obedience to him. Though the 

expression “scroll of remembrance” is found only here in Scripture39, the idea of God having a book 

in which he records entries is found also in other parts of the Bible (e.g. Exodus 32:32; Psalm 69:28; 

87:6; 139:16; Isaiah 4:3; 65:6; Ezekiel 13:9; Revelation 20:11-15). In the Bible, when God 

“remembers” a person, it almost always entails his action on their behalf40 (e.g. Genesis 8:1; 30:22; 

Numbers 10:9; Judges 16:28; 1 Samuel 1:19; Nehemiah 13:14; Psalm 25:7; Psalm 115:12). 

 “They will be mine," says the LORD Almighty, "in the day when I make up my treasured possession. 

The greatest reward which anyone could hope for is not earthly riches and prosperity, but to be a 

member of God’s treasured possession. To be a living member of the church which Jesus Christ is 

gathering to himself41 is a wonderful privilege that no person deserves. The phrase treasured 

possession, first appears in Exodus 19:5 to indicate a people whom God has chosen for himself. Like 

a shepherd coming to claim his lost sheep (Isaiah 40:11; Ezekiel 34:11-12; Micah 2:12-13; Luke 15:3-

6; John 10:1-16; 1 Peter 5:4) and a bridegroom coming for his bride (Isaiah 54:5-8; Hosea 2:19-20; 2 

                                                           
36 Yilpet, 2006. 
37 Jamieson et. al., 1997. 
38 Stuart, 2006.  
39 In the ancient Near East, kings would often record the most important events in their reign (e.g. Esther 6:1). In 

these cultures as well as in Israel, it was believed that the deity also kept a record in his book (Walton, 2000). 
40 There are some exceptions for example Nehemiah 6:14 and 13:29. 
41 See Heidelberg Catechism Question and Answer #54.  
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Corinthians 11:2) God will come to claim his people who are prepared to meet him (Luke 1:17; 

Revelation 19:7; 21:2)42. In the day when Jesus Christ returns to judge the living and the dead, those 

who fear him will be his treasured possession. 

 I will spare them, just as in compassion a man spares his son who serves him. On the day of 

judgement, those who belong to God will be spared. They will not face God’s wrath. These people 

will not only escape God’s wrath against human (their) sin, but they will be spared like beloved 

children. The son who serves his father is twice loved. He enjoys the love of the father because he is 

his child and his father is also pleased by his faithful service43. This is meant to confirm that as certain 

as people can be of a father’s love for his child, so certain should those who fear the LORD be of their 

favour with God when he acts decisively on the day of judgement. The LORD will not fail to notice 

their loyalty and devotion44. 

 And you will again see the distinction between the righteous and the wicked, between those who 

serve God and those who do not. Though it may seem that God does not act swiftly and remaining 

faithful has few rewards in this life, things will be different when God chooses to act decisively. Then 

the reward of the righteous will come. Divine judgement is coming and then all will be laid bare. 

Difference between righteous and wicked is how they are treated by God. Those who fear the LORD 

will one day visibly see the difference that faithfulness to God has resulted in45. It is not futile to 

serve God because those who fear him are those who will stand in the day of judgement, God’s love 

for his people will then also be demonstrated for all to see46. 

 Summary. Though it might appear as if there is no reward and no point in serving the LORD, the 

righteous who fear the LORD should be encouraged. The LORD knows who they are, the LORD cares 

for them and on the coming day of judgement, they can be sure that everyone will see that they 

truly belong to God and that on that day people will say: “Surely the righteous still are rewarded;     

surely there is a God who judges the earth.” The distinction between the righteous and the wicked, 

between those who belong to God and those who do not is not a distinction that will be revealed in 

this world. It is a distinction that will only be made visible when Jesus Christ returns.  

4:1-3 "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. 

 
 The day is coming. This phrase refers to the Day of the LORD, a familiar Old Testament theological 

term. This is the day on which the LORD reveals his majesty and omnipotence in a glorious manner 

to overthrow all ungodly power and to complete his kingdom47. Old Testament prophecies 

concerning the Day of the LORD often include events that are fulfilled in history and events that will 

                                                           
42 Clendenen, 2004.  
43 Stuart, 2006. 
44 Stuart, 2006. 
45 Stuart, 2006.  
46 Hill, 2008.  
47 Patterson, 2008.  
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not be fulfilled until the eschaton, when Jesus Christ returns in all his glory48. There are several 

occasions in the history of the world in which God in his sovereignty has intervened in human history 

to bring judgement and deliverance. The final day of judgement however, will be the time where the 

distinction between those who belong to God and those who do not will be finally and ultimately 

revealed. The New Testament assigns to the eternal era following the return of Christ the full 

measure of the expectation of uniform righteousness indicated here in Malachi. That is when God’s 

people will be a pure nation, cleansed of all sin, righteous and blameless living in right relationship 

with God (Isaiah 2:11. 17;12:4; 17:7; 27:9; 60:21; Jeremiah 23:5; 33:15; Zephaniah 3:9; 1 Corinthians 

5:5; 2 Corinthians 1:14; 1 Thessalonians 5:2; 2 Thessalonians 2:2; 2 Peter 3:10; Matthew 7:23; 

Romans 2:9; 1 Cor 6:9; 2 Thessalonians 2:10; 2 Peter 2:9). 

 It will burn like a furnace. This furnace, refers to a portable oven that was used to bake bread49. 

 All the arrogant and every evildoer. The phrase ‘all the arrogant and every evildoer’ is a hendiadys. 

It does not distinguish between the arrogant and evildoers, as if they are two different classes of 

people. Rather, it seeks to refer to everyone who opposes God without distinction.  

 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. The key idea conveyed by these words is not that the wicked 

will cease to exist. Though some Christians hold to the doctrine of annihilationism50 and cite these 

words in support of their claim, this is not the meaning of the author. Malachi simply wants to assert 

that the wicked will not be left with the righteous on that day. The wicked will be removed from the 

righteous.  

 The sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings (i). This phrase is one of the best known 

in the book of Malachi. In the psalms, the sun is used once as a symbol for God (Psalm 84:11), 

highlighting his protection. Most probably, this image is an adaptation of the winged-sun disc icon 

often found in Persian art, where solar deities were connected with the idea of justice51 and wings 

denoted protective care. In adapting this image, Malachi probably had the promises of Isaiah in 

mind. The LORD shares his victory and glory with his people (Isaiah 51:6-7; 62:1-2)52, he is the one 

that comes to give righteousness to his people (Psalm 37:6; Isaiah 58:8). Those who fear the LORD 

receive a divinely given righteousness. They receive justification, acceptance and salvation given to 

them as a gift by God53. The LORD God is thus the one who will truly provide blessing and protection 

for those people overshadowed by his wings54. 

 The sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings (ii). Although this may be a messianic 

title, the expression more likely characterises the day as one of blessing upon the righteous55. The 

                                                           
48 The eschaton is the end, the time when the Lord Jesus Christ returns in all his glory to judge the living and the dead 

and to gather his elect.  
49 DOTP, 2012. 
50 Annihilationism is the belief that those who are wicked will perish or be no more. It states that after the final 

judgment some human beings and all fallen angels will be totally destroyed so as to not exist, or that their 

consciousness will be extinguished, rather than suffer everlasting torment in hell. This teaching is in contrast to 

the teaching of the Bible as summarised in Belgic Confession Article #37. 
51 Walton, 2000. 
52 VanGemeren, 2012.  
53 Stuart, 2006.  
54 DOTP, 2012. 
55 Barry et al., 2012.  
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New Testament does not explicitly refer to the sun of righteousness as the Messiah56. This phrase is 

a metaphorical picture of the sun rising, the Day of the LORD beginning, in a manner that brings 

righteousness and produces healing. From elsewhere in the Bible we know that Jesus Christ is the 

one who makes sinful people right with God (Romans 3:21-26) (thus he brings righteousness) and 

that through his wounds he also brings healing (Isaiah 53:5; cf. 61:1; Matthew 4:23-24; Luke 7:22; 1 

Peter 2:24).  

 And you will go out and leap like calves released from the stall. If you live or grow up on a farm, 

you will know how young calves jump around with energy and excitement. This imagery is now being 

used to show the joy that will be experienced by those who trust in God. 

 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. This is not a call for the faithful to destroy the wicked as if Christian believers 

are agents of their destruction. The righteous tread on the ashes of those who are already dead. It 

is figurative language meant to show that the wicked will have been completely removed and that 

the righteous will be reward forever with the joy of the Lord57. 

 Summary. On the Day of the LORD, a day of God’s own choosing, there will be a clear distinction 

between the righteous and the wicked. Those who belong to God will live with him in joy forever. 

Those who do not belong to God will not enjoy the goodness of being in his presence. 

4:4-6 "Remember the law of my servant Moses, the decrees and laws I gave him at Horeb for 
all Israel. "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." 

 
 Remember the law of my servant Moses. Everything which the people of Israel had been doing that 

was wrong can be summarised as a refusal to honour the Mosaic covenant. Now, Malachi is calling 

them to repentance and a renewed commitment to obedience. To remember the law means that 

they must obey it. It is not a case of the people having forgotten what God’s law was, rather they 

had been disobedient. All of Israel agreed to obey God’s covenant at the foot of Mt Sinai (Exodus 

24), the whole covenant community must now do the same58.  

 Horeb. Horeb is alternative name for Sinai. It has the meaning of “wilderness/wasteland”, 

emphasising the geographical nature of the area where the mountain was located. The name Sinai 

has the meaning “one in Sin”, Sin being the name of the peninsula where the mountain was 

located59. Call of this verse is a renewal of obedience to the covenant of God. Remember is to obey, 

not as if they had forgotten what it was. All Israel agreed to obey at Mt Sinai, all Israel must agree to 

obey once again now. 

 I will send you the prophet Elijah. Jesus identifies John the Baptist with Elijah (Matthew 11:15). The 

coming ‘Day of the LORD’ will be announced by an Elijah-like figure, someone like Elijah not Elijah 

himself. Elijah was deemed the archetype or role model for the prophetic ministry associated with 

the “forerunner” for several reasons. He boldly confronted religious and political leaders on the issue 

of theological orthodoxy, moral purity and social justice. He preached a message of repentance from 

sin in the face of God’s impending judgement. His divine commission and message were 

                                                           
56 Alden, 1985.  
57 Stuart, 2006. 
58 Stuart, 2006.  
59 Stuart, 2006. 
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authenticated by accompanying miraculous signs. And he was truly the voice of one crying in the 

wilderness since his ministry was outside the recognised structures and traditional institutions of 

Hebrew society60. John the Baptist’s ministry echoed that of Elijah in all of these aspects. 

 He will turn the hearts of the children to their fathers.  This final verse in the book of Malachi links 

conversion and salvation together. The prophet Elijah who was to come would not come to once 

again unite families, but rather, he would encourage repentance and faith on the party of everyone, 

adults and children. By referring to parents and children, Malachi makes us of a merism meaning 

everybody (cf. Jeremiah 6:12; 13:14; Ezekiel 5:10; Joel 3:1; Matt 10:21)61.   

 or else I will come and strike the land with a curse. John the Baptist would do the work of turning 

hearts by warning the people of the coming of God’s kingdom which entailed destruction for those 

who refused to repent and believe in God, but salvation for those who repented of their sins. John 

was the messenger (Malachi 3:1) who prepared the way for the coming of Jesus Christ, the LORD, 

the God of Israel. A concluding question which Malachi leaves for his audience and for us today is 

the following: when Christ comes again, will he find faith on the earth? (Luke 18:8). If faith is found, 

there is no need for destruction. If there is no faith, then destruction is the consequence.  

 Moses and Elijah. These final three verses in the book of Malachi serve double duty as the conclusion 

of the book and of the entire Old Testament prophetic corpus. These additions, with their appeal to 

the ideal figures of Moses and Elijah, tie the oracles of Malachi (and the Book of the Twelve) to the 

larger collections of the Torah and the Latter Prophets in the Old Testament canon62. 

 Summary: As a conclusion to the book, the people of Israel and modern-day readers are encouraged 

to repent of sin and obey God’s commands. We are encouraged to do so in the light of God’s coming 

future judgement, which is certain even though the date is unknown.  

Key themes 

 The LORD will come to judge between the righteous and the wicked 

 The correct response to God’s coming judgement is repentance and faith, serving the LORD with fear 

 The LORD promises reward for those who fear him and serve him 

Indicative & Application 

The LORD will come to judge between the righteous and the wicked 

 The core truth that Malachi wants us to learn from this passage of Scripture is the certainty of God's 

future action. We see this from verse 18 and onwards. There will come a day where God will make a 

clear distinction between the righteous and the wicked, between those who serve God and those 

who do not (3:18). There will come a day when God destroys all the arrogant who think they can 

ignore him and evildoers who live as they please – as stubble burns in a fire so will they be burnt up 

when the LORD comes (4:1). There will come a day where the righteous who belong to God will 

joyfully sing and dance as young calves released from the stall (4:3). 

                                                           
60 Hill & Walton, 2009.  
61 Stuart, 2006. 
62 DOTP, 2012.  
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 The LORD will come to judge between the righteous and the wicked. We confess this same truth in 

the Apostles’ Creed when we say: The Lord Jesus Christ will come to judge the living and the dead. 

 In this life, if we look only at the world around us, it is very difficult to believe and hold on to these 

promises from God. There is not a clear distinction in our world between the righteous and the 

wicked and that makes us wonder if there really will be a distinction in the future. For example, there 

is wealth in the church, many Christians have been blessed with riches. But there is also wealth 

outside of the church, many more people who are not Christians are also very wealthy. There is also 

poverty in the church, many Christians struggle to find jobs and homes to live in, but there are also 

non-Christians in exactly the same position. In this world, Christians and non-Christians get sick, we 

all have difficulty finding work, we all struggle with our marriages and raising children. It’s not as if 

being a Christian makes all the problems of living in this world go away – and that means that apart 

from the fact that Christians go to church on Sundays, there is often not any kind of clear, noticeable 

difference between believers and unbelievers in our society. 

 If our eyes are focused on this world alone where we don’t see a clear distinction between Christian 

and non-Christian, then the answer to the question – is it worth serving God – has to be a no. The 

apostle Paul also realises this when he says in 1 Corinthians 15:19 “If only for this life we have hope 

in Christ, we are of all people most to be pitied.” 

 That was the big problem with the people living in Jerusalem in the time of Malachi. They had been 

back from exile for some time now but they did not experience the riches and blessings which they 

read about in the prophecies of Ezekiel, Jeremiah and Haggai. They expected a time of great 

prosperity where they would enjoy heaven on earth, where there would be a clear distinction 

between the people of Israel and the nations around them and under the leadership of the Messiah, 

they would conquer the world. They expected to experience blessing when they obeyed God and 

that those who disobeyed God would be immediately punished and live in poverty. 

 Thinking that God’s kingdom would come in all its glory in their day, the exiles quickly became 

discouraged when that didn’t happen. They had the wrong expectations about God and as a result 

they thought it was useless to serve him. 

 We must be very careful not to make the same mistake today. We must not think that God will make 

a clear distinction between the righteous and the wicked today in our lifetime here on earth, as if 

our obedience and devotion to God must be accompanied by wealth, prosperity and power in the 

here and now. We all know there are some Christians who tell us that. Just have enough faith and 

God will bless you with riches they say. But that is a false hope that will only discourage us. A false 

hope that twists the teaching of Scripture and will make us question whether it really is worth serving 

God, especially if God does not intervene in our lives to give us all the things we want from him. 

 The people living in Jerusalem had forgotten the words of Psalm 1. They had forgotten that the day 

when God will distinguish between the righteous and the unrighteous is the final day of judgement. 

And so with their eyes focused only on seeking prosperity in this world, they said to themselves “It 

is useless to serve God." Let us be careful not to think that God exists to fulfil all our plans and 

ambitions. God has promised to take care of us, that is true and we can trust him to do so. But God 

does not exist in order to satisfy our desires. If that is the way in which we think about God, our 

prayers and devotion to him are a waste of time. 

 The LORD will come to judge between the righteous and the wicked, but he will do so on a day of his 

choosing and not ours. The LORD is patient, not wanting anyone to perish but all to come to 

repentance (2 Peter 3:9) and no one knows the day or the hour when the Lord Jesus Christ will return 



Page 13 

(Matthew 26:36-44; 1 Thessalonians 5:1-3; 2 Peter 3:10)63. But that day will come and it will be a day 

of terrible judgement for all those who do not belong to God, whilst those who trust in Jesus Christ 

will be spared (Malachi 3:17-18).  

 For more information about what the Bible teaches regarding the second coming of the Lord Jesus 

Christ, read Article 37 of the Belgic Confession.  

The correct response to God’s coming judgement is repentance and faith, serving the LORD with fear 

 We can easily read these words from Malachi and pat ourselves on the back, thinking that the 

distinction between the righteous and the wicked is a distinction between people who go to church 

and people who do not go to church - the idea that those who fear God are those who belong to the 

visible church community and those who ignore God are those who do not. 

 There might be some truth to that, but this passage from Malachi does not allow us to make that 

distinction. Because in this passage, God is talking to his covenant people. He is speaking to the 

church of the Old Testament, he is not speaking to Gentiles. The people who live in Jerusalem are 

the people who bring sacrifices to the temple. They are the people who know the commandments 

of God, the people who have benefited from God’s past acts of salvation on their behalf. 

 Externally, if you just looked from the outside, there are lots of similarities between these two 

groups. Yet there is also a big difference between them.  

 One of them is full of people that are lacklustre and unconcerned in their devotion to God. We read 

about them in the first chapters of Malachi – how they were bringing defective sacrifices to the 

Temple and divorcing their wives in order to marry younger women. Their religious devotion to God 

was just about outward appearances. Formal religion without any conviction of the heart. They love 

to be seen walking around in sackcloth and ashes as if they are very religious, but their actions and 

the desires of their heart are purely selfish. They serve the LORD because they want the LORD to 

serve them. Something of a “you scratch my back and I will scratch yours” approach. It is not their 

fear or their love for the LORD that motivates them but their own selfish desires. The LORD is only 

there to care for them and when he does not do it in the way they expect, they being to wonder why 

they bother serving the LORD. When the LORD rebukes and challenges them in verses 14 and 15, 

they also simply ignore him and carry on as if nothing happened.  

 But along with them, we also get the idea of another group. We read about them in verse 16 where 

it says “Then those who feared the LORD spoke with one another." Their focus is not primarily on 

earthly concerns or material prosperity. They fear the LORD, they know the LORD and they want to 

serve him for who he is. They have heard the Word of the LORD spoken by Malachi and they’ve been 

deeply affected by it. God’s holiness and the glory of his name are important to them. They desire 

to serve the LORD because they know that he is the Almighty King who loves them and cares for 

them (1:2-5). Therefore, we find them talking to one another. Encouraging and reminding 

themselves that even if life is difficult now, we should carry on trusting God and serving him. 

 It was the Spirit of God who worked in these believers in the days of Malachi. The repentance and 

fear which we read about in verse 16 is a repentance which God worked in them. Their salvation 

never depended on their fear of God; they feared and trusted the LORD because they knew he was 

their Saviour. 

                                                           
63 If anyone claims they know the day and the hour when Jesus will return, they are lying.  

https://threeforms.org/the-belgic-confession/#37
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 The response of repentance and faith to the news of God’s coming judgement is the response we 

see from this group of believers and it is also the response which Malachi encourages us to make 

today.  In the final three verses of Chapter 4, Malachi encourages all people to obey God’s 

commandments and to repent because the LORD is coming. We do not know when the Lord Jesus 

Christ will come back, but we must repent and believe in the good news of the Gospel before then, 

otherwise his coming will be a day of great wrath and destruction.  

The LORD promises reward for those who fear him and serve him 

 The LORD does not call us to serve him without promising great reward, he makes wonderful 

promises to all those who serve him with fear.  

o The first promise is also found in verse 16. The LORD hears, knows and remembers 

those who fear him. The LORD knows who belongs to him. In a book of remembrance 

their names are written down, in the book of life the LORD has written our names if 

we belong to him. 

o The second promise in verse 17. Those who fear the LORD will be his treasured 

possession on the day in which he comes to judge the world. He will cherish and 

protect them on the day that burns like a furnace and destroys all of his enemies. There 

is nothing for them to fear on the day of judgement. As Christian believers, we have 

no judgement to fear. The LORD has had compassion upon us, he will protect us from 

his wrath. 

o The final promise in the first few verses of chapter 4 - all the grief and pain, all the 

injustice which God’s people have suffered on earth will come to an end. The sun of 

righteousness will shine with healing in its rays – God’s people will enjoy God’s blessing 

and rule in a new world free from the curse of sin. That is the future which all believers 

can look forward to – eternal life with no more tears, no more pain or death – a life of 

complete joy together with God. 

 Three wonderful promises of great reward which the LORD makes to all those who trust in him.  

 Before we get the wrong idea and start thinking that these are promises which we earn for ourselves 

through our obedience, we must realise that God makes these promises to a people who are 

undeserving. God’s promises are gifts of God’s grace, not rewards which people earn64.  

 The promises which God makes to those of us who trust in Jesus Christ are not promises that we 

deserve. Our obedience to God has never been perfect. Our worship has often been half-hearted 

and motivated by selfish concerns. We don’t deserve these promises from God, we deserve to be 

burned up by God’s wrath on the day of judgement. 

 But the wonderful news of the Gospel is the promise that Jesus Christ has already faced God’s wrath 

on our behalf. If you are a Christian believer, your day of judgement has already come, it happened 

2000 ago when Christ died on the cross. And not only does God save us from his wrath through 

Christ, he also promises to give us the perfect righteousness which we need to stand in his presence. 

The perfect life of Jesus Christ, the only man who truly feared God and loved him with all his being, 

that righteousness is imputed to us when we come to faith. The righteousness which deserves to 

                                                           
64 See Heidelberg Catechism Question and Answer #63. 



Page 15 

inherit all the wonderful promises which God makes here in Malachi, is a righteousness that God 

gives to us. 

Christocentric focus 

 Christian believers have been reconciled to God through the death of Jesus Christ (Romans 5:1-11; 

Ephesians 2:1-10). This is the hope of the gospel, not that we earn God’s favour because of our 

obedience, wealth or intellect. But that we are children of God because we believe in Jesus Christ 

(1 John 3:1-3). He has borne the wrath of God which we deserve for our sins on our behalf (Romans 

5:9). His perfect righteousness is imputed to us through faith so that we can inherit the promises 

of God (Romans 3:21; 4:13; Hebrews 6:12). 

 John the Baptist is the messenger who came to prepare the way for the LORD (Malachi 3:1; 4:4; 

Matthew 11:15). Since he prepared the way for Jesus Christ, it means that Jesus Christ is the LORD, 

the God of Israel. Jesus Christ is identified as LORD in Philippians 2:11 and 1 Corinthians 8:6. When 

Paul writes to the church in Romans, he tells them that Jesus Christ is the one and only God to 

whom true Israelites declare allegiance (Romans 3:29-30; 10:13).  

 Heidelberg Catechism Question #52. What comfort is it to you that Christ will come to judge the 

living and the dead?65? 

o Answer. In all my sorrow and persecution, I lift up my head and eagerly await as judge from 

heaven the very same person who before has submitted Himself to the judgment of God 

for my sake, and has removed all the curse from me66. He will cast all His and my enemies 

into everlasting condemnation, but He will take me and all His chosen ones to Himself into 

heavenly joy and glory67. 

Sermon suggestions 

Theme 

 The LORD will come to judge between the righteous and the wicked, serve him with fear 

Goal 

 Encourage God’s people to know it is worth serving the LORD even if you do not receive material 

benefits from doing so.  

One God in three persons: 

 What does Malachi 3:13-4:6 reveal about who God is (Father)? 

o God the Father is shown to be just because he will punish all wrongdoing. Even though in 

this life we might not understand why God temporarily allows the wicked to prosper, we 

know that on the day of judgement, God’s justice will be clear for all to see. Malachi also 

shows us that God is angry at human sin and that he will punish those who rebel against 

                                                           
65 Heidelberg Catechism Question and Answer #52. 
66 Luke 21:28; Romans 8:22-25; Philippians 3:20,21; Titus 2:13, 14. 
67 Matthew 25:31-46; I Thessalonians. 4:16, 17; 2 Thessalonians. 1:6-10.  



Page 16 

him with a terrible punishment whilst rewarding those who trust in him with joys we 

cannot even contemplate.  

 What does Malachi 3:13-4:6 reveal about what God does in my place and on my behalf (Son)? 

o God the Son provides deliverance from God’s wrath against sin for God’s people. He also 

makes us righteous in God’s sight so that we can inherit the wonderful promises which 

God makes to those who fear him. As a result of what Jesus Christ has done, I can be 

assured of God’s love and my future inheritance with God in glory.  

 What does Malachi 3:13-4:6 reveal about what God does in me and through me (Holy Spirit)? 

o God the Holy Spirit works in me to change me more and more into the image and likeness 

of His Son. It is the Holy Spirit that motivates and inspires me to worship God for who he 

is. It is the Holy Spirit who creates a true fear of God within me so that even in life’s most 

difficult circumstances, I will continue to obey God when people around me look only for 

the pleasures of this world.  

Suggested sermon outline 

I Introduction 

Is it worth serving the LORD? 

Is it worth coming here to church on a Sunday to listen to God's Word? Is it worth reading and praying 

every day – that is a lot of effort and time which you could be spending on something else? And 

what about obeying the LORD: paying your taxes, trying your best to live a godly life – is all of that 

worth it when it means you miss out on things that other people enjoy? 

In the time of Malachi, these were the kinds of questions that the people of Israel were asking 

themselves. Although we don’t see the specific question in our text, we do see in verse 14 what the 

people were thinking: ‘It is vain to serve the LORD, it’s useless, there is no point serving God. 

Standing outside the Temple, we can imagine them saying to each other: “You know what, I just 

don’t know why we bother bringing sacrifices to the LORD. Here I am, spending my time and money 

when my friend is back at his home, chilling in the bath and watching cricket. He doesn’t pay his 

tithe; he doesn’t bring his sacrifices – why should I carry on doing so if I don’t get any benefits from 

it? Where is all the blessing which God promises to those who serve him? I don’t see it.” 

We often hear similar words today and it is in response to this kind of thinking that the LORD is 

speaking in our passage. Through the mouth of Malachi, the LORD wants to encourage us to serve 

him with fear. He wants us to know that he does have eyes to see and ears to hear, and that one day 

he will most surely come to judge between the righteous and the wicked. 

II The LORD will come to judge between the righteous and the wicked 

A Malachi emphasises the certainty of God’s future judgement 

B If our eyes are only focused on prosperity in this world, we will not think it is worth serving 

God 

C The distinction between those who belong to God and those who do not is a distinction that 

will only be made visible on the day of judgement  

D Don’t believe the false teachers who promise riches in the here and the now, as if faith in 

Christ should be accompanied by material prosperity. 
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III The correct response to God’s coming judgement is repentance and faith, serving the LORD with fear 

A All of the people living in Jerusalem had sinned against God and disobeyed his covenant 

B Some of them responded to the message of the prophet by ignoring him, others repented of 

their sin and sought to make a renewed effort to serve the LORD wholeheartedly 

C Repentance from sin and faith in Jesus Christ is the correct response to the certainty of God’s 

future judgement  

D Those who are Christians, who have repented of their sins and trusted in Christ for salvation 

can be assured that God will spare them on the day of judgement 

E If the Holy Spirit has given you new life in Christ, you must now live in a way that honours God. 

You must remember, you must obey, his commandments in response to his work of salvation. 

F To serve the LORD with fear means to serve him for who he is and not for what he can give to 

us. Let us help each other do this by encouraging each other with words of Scripture, 

reminding each other of the promises of God, just like the people did in the days of Malachi 

V The LORD promises reward for those who fear him and serve him 

A Graciously, the LORD promises wonderful rewards for those who fear him 

B These rewards are not promised to us because of our obedience, but because of God’s grace 

C In reality, we do not deserve the promises which God makes to us, we inherit them only 

because of Jesus Christ 

VI Conclusion 

 A Let us think carefully about the words we speak to each other. It is easy to moan and 

complain about our circumstances as if we are unhappy with God’s provision. Let us 

instead encourage each other with truths from the Bible. 

 B Yes, it is worth serving the LORD: 

   He is our Creator and He is good. There is no other God but him. 

 God loves us and our lives are totally dependent upon him. Prosperity and 

adversity, everything comes from his Fatherly hand68. 

 Only those who serve the LORD with fear will live with God in fullness of joy when 

Jesus Christ returns on the day of judgement. 

May God the Holy Spirit help us to look beyond our circumstances knowing that God our Father loves us 

and is in control of our world so that we will trust him today knowing that there is a day coming when Jesus 

Christ will return to make all things new, to destroy all of God’s enemies, and to take us with him into glory. 

Liturgical matters 

 There are a number of psalms which focus on God’s final judgement of wicked people and 

deliverance of the righteous that you might want to sing during your liturgy.  

                                                           
68 See Heidelberg Catechism Question and Answer #27.  
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o Psalm 1 emphasises that there are two ways to live and that those who reject God will not 

stand in the day of judgement 

o Psalm 73 reflects on the fact that even though it seems as if the wicked prosper in this life 

whilst the righteous suffer, he is comforted because he knows there is a final day of 

judgement coming. 

o Psalm 34, especially 34:11-22, tell us what it means to fear the LORD. If want to serve the 

LORD in fear, we need to know what this looks like in practice.  

o Psalm 94 is a psalm of confidence, calling on God to intervene in this world to judge the 

wicked and ultimately looking forward to the day when Christ will come and all God’s 

people will live in perfect joy and righteousness. 
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