
 

Text: Malachi 2:10–16 

Theme/ Big Idea: Malachi transitions from addressing the spiritual leaders to addressing the people of 
Israel presenting them with evidence of how they have dealt treacherously with one another. His 
primary point, however, is that their outward horizontal treachery is ultimately rooted in their inward 
vertical treachery against God. Both are unacceptable as the set apart people of God. 

Context/ Background Information: Malachi moves from addressing the spiritual leaders in Malachi 
1:6-2:9 to addressing the people of Israel directly in Malachi 2:10-16. Specifically, Malachi addresses 
their unfaithfulness towards one another, their unfaithfulness towards the wife of their youth, and their 
unfaithfulness towards God. It is believed that in an effort to restore their land and good fortunes, the 
men of Israel took matters into their own hands. Practically speaking, as the people returned to the 
land after the exile, the men began to see the pagan women as desirable and advantageous for 
reclaiming the lands and fortunes that they lost as a result of the exile. As a result, they began to 
intermarry with the “daughters of foreign gods,” reject “the wife of their youth,” and betray the 
covenant of marriage. 

Malachi’s aim is to reveal their hearts and call them to repentance and faithfulness to the God of the 
covenant and thereby faithfulness to their marriage covenants. Malachi begins by asking a question, 
“Are we not all one family, created by God?” While some suggest that the phrase, “one Father” could 
refer to Abraham or Jacob, it more than likely refers to God. The additional statement “has not one 
God created us" gives us a clue. The word “created,” bara in Hebrew, is the same word used in the 
Genesis account of God creating the universe. Additionally, Malachi’s words echo Deut 32:6, where 
Moses asks powerfully, “Is not he your father, who created you, who made you and established you?” 
The emphasis in Mal 2:10a is that they are a family of faith created by God out of nothing, unified by 
God, and sustained by God. 

Malachi moves to his primary point in verse 10 asking, “Why then are we faithless to one another, 
profaning the covenant of our fathers?” The phrase “one another” can also be translated “towards our 
brothers.” If God is their father, then by implication they are brothers and sisters. If they are family, 
Malachi asks, why are they faithless to one another? The original Hebrew word, bāgad, can be 
translated as faithless or treacherous. It means to deal treacherously, act covertly, or commit adultery. It 
represents an act of betrayal in relationship. This word is used 5 times in the six verses of Mal 2:10-16 
providing a clue as to the primary aim of Malachi’s address.  

Malachi suggests that their horizontal treachery towards one another profanes the covenant of their 
fathers. How does faithlessness towards one another profane the covenant they entered with God? 
God entered into a covenant with Abraham to establish a new nation and a new people that wholly 
and corporately worshiped the one true God. The intent was that through them he might send his 
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redeemer that the nations of the world might be blessed. He desires that they be one new nation, a 
holy nation, a kingdom of priests, a nation unified together around one thing, specifically, the worship 
of the one true God. If the chosen people of God are divisive, treacherous, adulterous, and 
irreconcilable what makes them any different than the rest of the nations? Furthermore, what makes 
their God any different than the rest of the gods? In other words, what kind of God do they serve and 
what good is that God if there is no tangible difference in the way they live before him and worship 
him? Malachi is making the point that their treachery against one another demeans and lowers the 
Lord of Hosts to simply just another god. 

Israel’s intimate union, oneness, and covenant relationship with God was intended to be on display to 
the nations as it transformed them as a nation and resulted in transformed relationships. Yet, Malachi 
asks, “why is this not the case?” Malachi is not asking,”Can’t we all just get along?"He is asking a 
better question, “Why can’t we all just get along?” Why do we betray and abandon one another? We 
do we lie and steal from one another? Why do we accuse and hate one another? Why do we speak 
evil of one another? If we are one family under the one true God, why do we so easily turn on one 
another, betray one another, and abandon one another? The answer, according to Malachi, is rooted 
first in our vertical betrayal of God. 

As mentioned, the word faithless/ treacherous, bagad in Hebrew, is used 5 times in Malachi 2:10-16. It 
is used 38 other times in the OT. Nearly every time it is used in the OT, it refers to Israel’s treachery 
against God. This is what Malachi says in verse 11, “Judah has been faithless [and acted 
treacherously] and abomination has been committed in Israel and in Jerusalem.” The word 
abomination is almost always used to refer to idolatry. The worship of lesser things, elevating them to 
god-like status. It is used in Deut 18:9-13 when warning Israel not to intermarry with the foreign 
nations of the land or follow their “abominable” practices. Yet, according to Malachi 2:11, Israel has 
done exactly the opposite. They have committed the greatest of atrocities and treacheries. They have 
"profaned the sanctuary of the Lord, which he loves.” He is not speaking of the sanctuary of the 
temple, or the sanctuary of marriage, but the most sacred sanctuary to God: the sanctuary of their 
hearts as a nation. In Ezra 9:2, Ezra uses nearly identical wording to Malachi 1:6-2:16 saying, “For 
they have taken some of their daughters to be wives for themselves and for their sons, so that the holy 
race has mixed itself with the peoples of the lands. And in this faithlessness the hand of the officials 
and chief men has been foremost.” The word “sanctuary” in Malachi 2:11 and the phrase “holy race” 
in Ezra 9:2 are the same word. Malachi is speaking God’s special people, Israel, consecrated and set 
apart unto him. These sacred and special people have defiled themselves by giving their hearts away 
in "marriage to the daughters of foreign gods." This phrase has significant meaning. Despite being 
clearly forbidden on multiple occasions (Exodus 34:11–16; Deuteronomy 7:3; and 1 Kings 11:1–
2) they have defied a direct order. Deuteronomy 7:3-4 notes the primary reason and concern for not 
intermarrying, “because they will turn your sons away from Me to worship other gods.” Malachi is 
clearly indicating the people have committed spiritual adultery, abandoning, betraying, and walking 
out on the Lord of Hosts for the worship for foreign gods. Joyce G. Baldwin comments, “’Daughter of’ 
implied ‘bearing the character of’ a deity whose whole ethos was diametrically opposed to the 
righteousness of Israel’s God, and since a married couple must come to a common understanding in 
order to live happily together, one or other partner had to compromise on the matter of [worship]. It 
had been proved in Israel’s experience that in practice the less demanding standards prevailed (1 Kgs 



11:1–8; 16:31; Neh. 13:23–27), and apostasy quickly became the fashion. Since apostasy had been 
responsible for the exile it was unthinkable that the whole community should be put at risk again."2  

So intermarrying with the daughters of foreign gods is an indication that the people have walked away 
from God, betraying him, committing spiritual adultery. Verse 12 reflects Malachi’s prayer but also the 
inevitable end if they persist in this treachery. If they continue to intermarry, if they continue to allow 
their sons and daughters to turn away, then they will receive the logical consequences of those actions 
- they will be cut off forever. There will be no one left among them to worship the one true God.

In verse 13 and 14 Malachi asks, “Do you not know that the Lord of Hosts was there as a witness 
affirming and validating your marriage covenant? Do you not know that he is fully aware of your 
actions of betrayal now? Why would he respond to your cries with such blatant sin in your midst?” 

Verse 15 and 16 are said to be some of the most difficult passages to translate. Thus we need to 
allow the thrust of the context and the thrust of the verses to help us in interpreting Malachi’s original 
intent to his original audience. Malachi asks, “What did the one God hope to produce from the one 
flesh union?” The answer is the same thing he hoped to produce from establishing the one nation of 
Israel, namely, a people set apart unto him worshiping and celebrating his name and spreading his 
name among the nations! Author, Christopher Ash asks, "How does having children serve God? The 
answer is that it may or may not serve God. It depends on the children! It is not enough simply to 
bring new human beings into the world,...it is also necessary for them to grow into a relationship of 
glad response to the call of God."2 The intent in establishing the nation of Israel and the intent in 
God-worshiping Israelite men marrying other God-worshiping Israelite women was to produce God-
worshiping offspring so that the nations might see, hear, and come to know and worship the one true 
God. “So,” Malachi pleads, “guard yourselves in your spirit, and let none of you be faithless to the 
wife of your youth.” The original Hebrew phrasing in 15b, translated as "in your spirit,” means to have 
sound judgment. Malachi contends, with the people, “be on guard, be of sound judgment, remain 
faithful to the wife of your youth! Do not chase your emotions and your idols, stand firm, remain true.” 

“For,” Malachi concludes in verse 16, “the man who does not love his wife but divorces her…covers 
his garment with violence.” Divorce, shalach in Hebrew, means to despise, cast off, send away. There 
is a word play happening here. The man who uncovers his wife, in terms of protection and provision, 
covers himself in injustice. First, it is an injustice to the woman. She no longer has protection, 
provision, refuge, covering. She is now weak and powerless in their society, and subject to abuse. And 
for what? Because of a whim or self-centered desire? Here Malachi says, What you think is secret is 
actually on display for the world to see, like blood on a garment. But secondly, it is an injustice to their 
covenant faithful God. His covenant faithfulness is on display in their marriage covenant. When they 
abandon one another it is first rooted in their abandonment of God. What is the command and thrust 
of verse 16? How does the verse end? The same way verse 15 did. "So guard yourselves in your spirit, 
and do not be faithless.”

Malachi has asked, “Why can’t we all just get along? Why do we turn against one another? And he has 
provided the answer. Because we have first turned against and betrayed God. Their relational infidelity 
towards their faith family and towards their real family is first rooted in, springs from, overflows out of 



their infidelity towards God. Malachi concludes in verse 15 and 16 with a call to repent. In essence 
saying, “If you continue down the path of betrayal and treachery against God it will lead to broken 
relationships marred by betrayal and treachery against one another. Therefore, remain faithful both to 
the God of the covenant and to the covenant you entered with one another.” If we end there we might 
be tempted to think we just need to do more, try harder to remain faithful. The reality is we are all 
unfaithful to God. We have all sinned and fallen short of his glory. We have all betrayed God. Which 
reveals something remarkable. God knows what it’s like “to be trapped in a bad marriage” and be 
betrayed.3 Yet, rather than throw in the towel and walk out he remained true to his covenant and sent 
his true and better bridegroom to cover us with “the garments of salvation…[and] the robe of 
righteousness” (Is 61:10).

Discussion Questions: 
1. How does our outward animosity, betrayal, and treachery towards others, particularly our faith 

family, disparage and demean the name of God? 
2. Outward-horizontal unfaithfulness towards others is always first a matter of inward-vertical 

unfaithfulness to God. What do you think about this statement? Why is our own spiritual growth, 
maturity, and study of God’s word so essential and important to our earthly relationships and 
marriages? 

3. What are your thoughts on this quote by C.S. Lewis: ”When I have learned to love God better than 
my earthly dearest, I shall love my earthly dearest better than I do now. In so far as I learn to love 
my earthly dearest at the expense of God and instead of God, I shall be moving towards the state 
in which I shall not love my earthly dearest at all. When first things are put first, second things are 
not suppressed but increased.” 

4. Considering Deuteronomy 7:3-4, what are some practical difficulties in marrying someone with a 
different worldview? 

5. What change of action, attitude, or habits does this passage call for? 
6. What are some practical steps we can take to guard marriages from inward self-destruction? 
7. This text reveals a number of things. One, in particular, is that God knows what it is like to be 

betrayed. What encouragement and hope does this offer those who have been betrayed? What 
hope does this give to the betrayer? 
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