
 

Text: Malachi 1:1 - The oracle of the word of the LORD to Israel by Malachi. (ESV) 

Theme/ Big Idea: Malachi is speaking to post-exilic Israel who are living in desperate times socially, 
economically, and spiritually. Into these desperate times and to this desperate people who have 
wandered from their first love, Malachi reminds that God is faithful despite what their circumstances 
preach to them and even despite their disloyalty to him. Despite their circumstances he’s still 
sovereign, despite their rebellion he still loves, and despite their doubts he’s still working to fulfill his 
promises. 

Context/ Background Information: To understand Malachi, it is first important to understand the role 
of the prophet and, in particular, the minor prophets. Prophets had two primary functions according to 
Deuteronomy 18:15-22. They were appointed to: 1) call the people to repent and return to the 
covenant made with God and 2) they were to pronounce judgement for continued disobedience. The 
role of prophet was to operate as prosecuting attorney for the covenant.1 They repeatedly reminded 
Israel of the covenant they entered with God and their obligation to uphold their commitment. In 
doing so, they repeatedly confronted Israel regarding their unfaithfulness to the covenant pointing out 
where they failed and that they should be punished. Rather than leave their audience in despair, the 
prophets also proclaimed the hope found in repentance. This hope is rooted in the fact that Israel 
entered into a covenant with a merciful and gracious God, slow to anger, and eager to show grace to 
those who repent. In this way, the prophet functioned “like a megaphone to the mouth of an 
announcer.”2 The prophets intentionally used shocking language largely writing in poetry because this 
provided the best vehicle for expressing the bold, confrontational, and shocking words that needed to 
be communicated.3 Fuhr and Yates descriptively explain, ”their words were like a bucket of ice water 
poured over a bleary-eyed people.”4  The prophet's primary role was not foretelling the future as much 
as “forth-telling” truth. Their aim was speaking “to the heart more than the mind” so that Israel might 
repent and return to the Lord.5 

Malachi is the twelfth and last book of the Minor Prophets. These twelve were called minor not 
because the weight of their words was less important but because each of the books and their 
messages were fairly short in comparison to the other prophets like Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel.6 
Many scholars see the minor prophets and their oracles as one book with one theme: “Repent or 
judgment is coming.” Their message repeatedly echoed that repentance and submission leads to the 
experience of God’s relenting grace. While persistence in rebellion, apathy, and complacency will lead 
to judgement. The minor prophets were divided into pre-exile, exile, and post-exilic ministries.  

The book of Malachi addressed post-exilic Israel. This means Malachi addressed the nation of Israel 
after the 70 years of Babylonian exile as they were returning to their land and cities that had been 
largely devastated and destroyed when Israel was taken into exile. As they returned to devastated 
lands and cities the people faced dire circumstances physically, economically, socially and spiritually. 
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The population of Israel had decreased dramatically “due to slaughter, deportation, pestilence, flight, 
and resultant total economic collapse, which persisted despite the efforts of those who remained 
behind and those who slowly drifted back.”7 Those who remained during the exile largely joined the 
cultic practices of the people and foreign gods that entered the land after the exile. This was in large 
part due to their marriages to foreign women who worshiped foreign gods. At the time of Malachi’s 
writing, the temple and the priesthood had been restored but nowhere near its former glory and with 
a priesthood who had become corrupt and distant from God. Malachi was the contemporary of Ezra 
and Nehemiah and most likely ministered during the period between Nehemiah’s two visits to 
Jerusalem (Neh 13:6). Nehemiah 13:6-31 provides the spiritual backdrop for “oracle of the word of 
the Lord to Israel by Malachi.” Fries, Rummage, and Gallaty summarize the conditions saying, "moral 
degradation was at an all-time high, with adultery, divorce, falsehood, fraud, and sorcery running 
rampant throughout the city; the source of much of the corruption was the priests themselves…
intermarriage between Jew and Gentile, a practice prohibited in the Mosaic law, was commonplace. 
Additionally, traditionalism was beginning to trump the commands of Scripture, laying the foundation 
for both Pharisaism and Sadduceeism.”8  With moral degradation high, for many hope was waning, 
faith was in doubt, and the looming questions were “Where is God?” and “Does he even care?” 

Into these circumstances comes the “oracle of the word of the Lord to Israel by Malachi.” The Hebrew 
word that is translated as oracle is “massa.” It means a divine burden, utterance, or judgment. It was 
traditionally a word used to announce a judgment against a foreign nation. In the case of Malachi, it is 
a divine judgment announced by God against Israel and presented by the messenger Malachi. In fact, 
the name Malachi means “my messenger.” Verse 1 could be translated simply, "A message from the 
Lord against Israel by his messenger.” Not much is known about Malachi the prophet. This reiterates 
the point that who is speaking is less important than what is being said. The message of Malachi is one 
of repentance and hope. “Malachi…called the people to repentance with respect to: the priesthood, 
which had become corrupt; worship, which had become apathetic and routine; divorce and adultery, 
which was widespread and both literal and spiritual; social justice, which was being ignored; and 
tithing [taking responsibility for the temple and its ordinances], which was being neglected."9  Malachi 
follows the pattern of other prophets acting somewhat as a prosecuting attorney against Israel’s 
unfaithfulness. Malachi uses a rhetorical device, sometimes referred to as “pseudodialogue” or 
“disputation” where he presents a statement, responds with his audiences presumed objection, and 
then gives the motivation for the original statement. Loosely, Malachi presents 6 disputations with 
additional rebukes and commentary along the way (i.e. 1:2-5; 1:6-7; 1:12-14; 2:17; 3:6-8; 3:13-14).  

The message of Malachi is a call to repentance but it is also a message of hope. God’s covenant 
faithfulness is the central theme. Despite circumstances, despite sin, despite rebellion, and despite 
doubt and wandering God is faithful and always will be faithful. While Israel may be faithless, God 
made a covenant and intends to keep that covenant. This leads to the hope of Malachi. Malachi 
reminds all of us that God is faithful despite what our circumstances preach to us and even despite our 
disloyalty to him. Despite our circumstances he’s still sovereign, despite our rebellion he still loves, and 
despite our doubt he’s still working to fulfill his promises. His faithfulness to the promise is seen most 
fully in His sending of Jesus to live the life we could not live, to uphold our end of the covenant that 
we did not keep, and to die the death we could not die. In darkness and despair, Malachi provides a 
way out. A way towards renewed intimacy with God. It is not by giving up. It is not by re-doubled 



efforts. It is by repentance, by remembrance, and by right worship despite our circumstances. 
Understood through the lens of the New Testament, it is by placing our hope in God’s covenant 
keeper, Jesus Christ. 

Discussion Questions: 
1. What challenges, struggles, and conditions does Israel face as they return from exile in Babylon 

to their homeland? What might lead them to doubt God’s love for them? What hope do they 
have that he still cares? 

2. Has there been a time when you faced circumstances that caused you to wonder if God still 
cared? 

3. Why do our negative experiences and circumstances speak so loudly to us? What message do 
they convey about God? What is the truth of the gospel? What does the cross preach to us? 

4. What are the primary topics Malachi is going to address? How are these similar or dissimilar 
from our day? 

5. What message of hope is found in Malachi? How does the realization that God is faithful 
despite our circumstances and even our rebellion give hope that is essential in times of 
struggle, pain, and loss? 

Worth Further Study: 
• Nehemiah 13:6-31 
• Al Fuhr and Gary Yates, The Message of the Twelve: Hearing the Voice of the Minor Prophets 

(Nashville, Tennessee: B&H Academic, 2016). AMAZON 
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