The Books of Haggai, Zechariah, and
Malachi

Lesson 12: The Messenger of the Covenant; Robbing God -- Malachi 2:17-
3:18

There is a particular kind of tiredness that comes from watching the wrong people win. You keep
your word, and the one who lies seems to get ahead. You work honestly, and the one who cuts
corners drives the nicer car. You raise your children to do right, and the headlines belong to
those who never seem to pay for anything. After a while a quiet, corrosive thought begins to
form in the back of the mind: maybe goodness does not matter. Maybe God is not watching, or
maybe He does not mind. The people of Malachi's day had arrived exactly there, and they said
the quiet part out loud. Everyone who does evil is good in the sight of the LORD. Where is the
God of justice? It is a weary, cynical complaint, and the astonishing thing is that God says their
words actually wearied Him.

God's answer is not a lecture about patience. It is an announcement, sudden and bright as
sunrise: Behold, | send my messenger, and he will prepare the way before me. And the Lord
whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple. They had asked where the God of justice was.
God tells them He is coming, in person, to His own house. First a messenger will go ahead to
clear the road, the way a runner once went before a king to level the path and announce his
arrival. Then the King Himself, the messenger of the covenant in whom you delight, will arrive.
Centuries later a man in camel’s hair would stand in the wilderness clearing exactly that road,
and One would come walking up behind him whose sandals he felt unworthy to untie.

But the coming of God is not all comfort, and Malachi is honest about it. Who can endure the
day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears? For he is like a refiner’s fire and like
fullers’ soap. The same fire that the cynic dreads as judgment is, for the faithful, a purifying fire.
The refiner sits over the silver, watching, patient, until the dross rises and the metal shines clear
enough to mirror his own face. The fuller scrubs and pounds the cloth until it is clean and white.
God is not coming merely to settle scores from a distance; He is coming to make His people
pure, to burn out what is false and leave what is real. Justice, it turns out, looks like a God who
will not leave us as we are.

And then, almost tenderly, comes the diagnosis and the invitation. For | the LORD do not
change, God says, and on the strength of that unchanging character He calls, Return to me, and |
will return to you. He names the way they had drifted: they had been robbing Him, holding back
what was His, giving Him the leftovers. Yet even His rebuke is a door swung open. So read this
passage slowly. It speaks to the weary heart that wonders whether faithfulness is worth it, to
the divided heart that has been giving God less than its best, and to every heart that needs to



hear that the God of justice not only sees, He remembers, and He writes the names of those
who fear Him in a book He does not lose.

Group Discussion: The people wearied God by saying, “Everyone who does evil is good in the
sight of the LORD” and “Where is the God of justice?” (2:17). In what forms does this same
cynicism show up among believers today, and why is it so spiritually dangerous to begin
suspecting that faithfulness to God does not really matter?

Personal Reflection: God says through Malachi, “Return to me, and | will return to you” (3:7),
and exposes the people for withholding from Him what was His. In what specific area of your life
have you been giving God the leftovers rather than your first and your best? Be honest with
yourself about where you have been holding back.

Read Malachi 2:17-3:18

Study Questions

1. The people had “wearied the LORD” with their words, saying, “Everyone who does evil is
good in the sight of the LORD” and “Where is the God of justice?” (2:17). What does it
reveal about God that human words can grieve Him, and what does this cynical complaint
expose about how the people had come to view His character?

2. Underneath the people’s complaint was the suspicion that doing right no longer paid off
(2:17). Where have you felt the pull of that same thought, that obedience does not seem
worth it because the wicked appear to prosper? Name the specific situation where you are
tempted to grow cynical about faithfulness.

3. God answers the cry for justice with a promise: “Behold, | send my messenger, and he will
prepare the way before me. And the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple;
the messenger of the covenant in whom you delight” (3:1). How does the New Testament
identify “my messenger” who prepares the way and the “Lord” and “messenger of the
covenant” who comes (Matthew 11:10; Mark 1:2), and what does this teach us about who
Jesus is?



Malachi pictures someone going ahead to “prepare the way” before the Lord (3:1). What in
your own heart needs leveling, clearing, or straightening so that Christ has unobstructed
room to reign there? What is the “road work” He is asking of you right now?

The coming One is “like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap,” and He “will purify the sons of
Levi” so they bring offerings “in righteousness” (3:2-3). What does this teach about the
purpose of God’s purifying work, and why is the same fire that the cynic dreads actually
good news for those who belong to Him?

The refiner does not destroy the silver; he sits over it patiently until it is pure (3:3). Where is
God'’s refining fire at work in your life right now, and how does seeing it as purifying love
rather than mere punishment change the way you endure it?

God says, “For | the LORD do not change; therefore you, O children of Jacob, are not
consumed,” and then calls, “Return to me, and | will return to you” (3:6-7). How is God’s
unchanging character the very ground of both His mercy and His call to repentance, and
what does this promise reveal about how He receives those who turn back?

When God said “Return to me,” the people answered, “How shall we return?” (3:7), as if
they could not see their own drift. Where might you be asking that same question, sincerely
unaware of how you have wandered? What would it take for you to see clearly the place
God is calling you to return from?



10.

God charges the people with robbing Him “in tithes and contributions,” calls them to “bring
the full tithe into the storehouse,” and invites them to “put me to the test” (3:8-10). What
timeless truth about wholehearted, honest giving and not withholding from God what is His
does this teach, and how does the New Testament direct Christians to give without binding
the Old Covenant tithe or promising prosperity in return (2 Corinthians 9:6-7; 1 Corinthians
16:2)?

Look back across the whole passage, from the weary cynicism of 2:17 to the “book of
remembrance” in which God records the names of those who feared Him and esteemed His
name (3:16-18). Name one specific way the Lord is using this passage to form you, whether
in trusting His justice, yielding to His refining fire, returning to Him, or giving Him your first
and best rather than your leftovers.

Digging Deeper

Reflect on these passages: Matthew 3:1-3, John the Baptist preparing the way of the Lord as
Malachi foretold; Mark 1:1-4, the gospel opening with the messenger sent before the Lord; 2
Corinthians 9:6-8, giving cheerfully and generously as each has purposed in his heart; 1
Corinthians 16:1-2, the apostolic pattern of setting aside a gift on the first day of the week;
Hebrews 13:8, Jesus Christ the same yesterday, today, and forever; Psalm 73, the believer’s
struggle with the prosperity of the wicked answered in the presence of God.
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