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“We are all in the same continuing Story.”
This is a series in the Minor Prophets, the last 12 books in the Old Testament. This is the last book in the series. This is the last book in the Old Testament; with this God’s preparation for the coming of the Messiah is complete… or should I say: with this God’s written preparation for the coming of the Messiah is complete.

Nearly 4 years ago years ago during Advent I started what became an occasional series on the Minor prophets – then I talked about Christ as “The Prophet”

What is a prophet? One who speaks the words that God gives him

What are the Minor prophets? The 12 shorter books at the end of the OT that provide us with a record of God’s dealings with his people from the end of Solomon’s reign in about 960BC down to the last scriptures before the New Testament written around 420BC  - In other words, they were written over a period of about 500 years.

At the beginning of the period Solomon’s kingdom divided into Israel and Judah and God sent “My servant’s the prophets” to turn the two kingdoms from their wicked ways and to warn them what would happen if they continued in wickedness. 

2Ki 17:13 Yet the LORD warned Israel and Judah by every prophet and every seer, saying, "Turn from your evil ways and keep my commandments and my statutes, in accordance with all the Law that I commanded your fathers, and that I sent to you by my servants the prophets." 

God used the prophets to teach them about who He is - to give His people understanding as what he requires of us. He also used prophets to warn Israel and Judah to be obedient to his laws, his commands and his statutes, to return to him and be saved or to suffer the consequences – to shape up or be shipped out. He gave his people then and understanding of what he requires of them. Through these 12 books he gives His people now the understanding as what He requires of us. They are the story of the unchangeable God’s interaction with a particular group of people and as we have seen throughout God honours choices. They chose to disobey and were sent into exile. Some chose to return from the lands where they had been scattered and they were returned
As I said, these “minor” prophets worked with God’s people through the time of divided kingdoms of Samaria and Judah warning the people of the consequences of their behaviour. They worked through the time of the fulfilment of those prophetic warnings as the fall of firstly the Northern Kingdom of Samaria and then the Southern Kingdom of Judah, during which time these prophets were also prophesying that God would repatriate His chosen people from their exile. And in the last two sermons we saw that repatriation - the return of Jews to Judah.  A return from exile to the Promised Land. An encouragement to continue living the life God wants his people to live – in their case rebuilding the temple was a symbol of their re-commitment. That was the prophet Haggai and the prophet Zechariah. All the Minor prophets were also prophesying the end times – that at the end of Time God would rule and His people would be safe – safe forever.
Now to Malachi: 
The word malakh – messenger - is the Hebrew word also used for “angel” – which is Greek for those who bring tidings - messengers.  

Malachi means “My messenger” and some have argued that it may not have been his name. The Greek OT translated only about 150 years after this was written has the inscription “by the hand of his messenger” but it also heads the book “Malachi” and as there is no other book which doesn’t have a named prophet there is no real reason to say that it isn’t his name.  
This Malachi wasn’t very much later than Zechariah and Haggai but he was later than them.  Their job had been to encourage the rebuilding of the temple and they prophesied in 520BC. Malachi1:6 and 3:10 tell us that the temple had been rebuilt. 
All we can really say is that the temple had been rebuilt and enough time had passed for the people and the priests to have lost heart and to begin to slide back into their old impious habits so Malachi is a few years later than 520BC – maybe 513-514 maybe a bit later than that – at any rate, the last to prophesy in the Old Testament. 

I said above that this was the completion of God’s work preparing for the Messiah and  then I corrected myself to say that it was the end of his written work. In fact we have another witness, not in the bible itself, that there was in fact no more spoken prophesy either. The books of Maccabbees written about 160BC when the Jews were establishing their freedom from the Seleucid Greeks commented that there had not been a word from the Lord for more than 200 years. The books of the Maccabbees 1 & 2 are in the apocrypha but not part of the Protestant Bible.
As I commented in the very first of the series the first Church historian, Eusebius, using the Maccabbees evidence says that the time was right for Christ – THE prophet - to come for at the time of Jesus’ birth there had been no prophesy for 400 years. That is not to say that there were no Godly people during all that time. Maccabbees tells of a glorious revolt against the idolatry of the Seleucid, Greek rulers who desecrated the temple and tried to overturn and outlaw true religion: - and we can think of Anna and Simeon at Jesus’ birth – but the absence of prophecy does partially explain Jesus’ comment about John the Baptist – that he was the greatest – and of course, the last of the Old Testament prophets

So: to summarize what I have said so far: the Minor Prophets are 12 books that record God’s dealing with his people from about 960BC to about 512BC. A period of more than 450 years – 450 years ago Henry 8th had just died: the great Elizabethan age – Shakespeare, Drake and the Armada is yet to come; there is no king James Bible yet; the Mayflower won’t sail to Massachusetts for another 70 years; the civil war and execution of Charles were still in way in the future. 
The very length of time that the Minor Prophets deal with emphasizes one of the main themes of the Minor Prophets “God is in control” - in control of times and seasons; in control of nations and peoples, in control of all of history. We aren’t dealing with some human concept but something above and beyond that. God says what will happen and it happens. 
As we saw last time, God gives people jobs to do but how they do them is their choice. God’s own people were to “Turn from your evil ways and keep my commandments” but they chose not to and they suffered the consequences of their disobedience – as Hosea had warned them” they sowed the wind but reaped the whirlwind” The whirlwind they reaped was foretold - to be captured and taken into exile by the Babylonians – but the Babylonians had choice too and they chose to exceed their job specification. Zechariah tells us” I was only a little angry (with you), but they went too far with the punishment.” they furthered the disaster. (and God adds – I’ll deal with them too! And he did, where can you find a Babylonian nowadays?) 
God had promised to repatriate His own people and He had – they are back in their own city – or rather, back in God’s own city. God had brought them back. The temple has been rebuilt, the walls of the city are rebuilt and secure, worship has been restored and ….
Well: let us see what kind of thing Malachi is writing about. Let us see what kind of thing God is concerned about when the church is up and apparently running smoothly.

Well the first thing in Chapter 1 is the problem that they don’t really care any more. God isn’t really part of their lives except that they complain about the things they have to do. The book starts with the “burden” of the word of the Lord to Malachi but it’s the people who are feeling that they have a burden. 
They have forgotten their history, 
they have forgotten their saviour, 
they have forgotten their duty.  
Malachi teaches by God making a statement which they them immediately question. Then God gives them his reply:

· “I love you says God” – “How do you love us?” “Don’t you remember” says God, “that I chose you – not Esau” 
· “Don’t you know” says the Lord “that a son honours his father and a servant his master – I am your father but you don’t honour me, you despise me” – How do we despise you?” – “ by offering polluted food at my altar”
· “How is it polluted?” – “you offer blind lame and sick animals – try that on your governor and see what he says – how do you expect me to be gracious to you when you treat me ungratefully?” 
· ”Oh what a weariness all this is” you say – 
I don’t know about you, but I have to admit that sometimes that is what I feel. I’m not talking about questioning God when things go wrong, that is always an acceptable thing to do. I am talking about those times when things are sort of going OK but it all seems to be a bit of a bother.  Oh no, not another prayer meeting. Shall I bother to get up for church? Aargh! “old so and so” wants me to help them – again! == behind all this is a bored questioning of whether all this Christian thing is worth it.
But behind all this is also possibly a rebellious questioning of what is really the truth. When we cease to do those things which characterize Christians to the world and to each other, when we fail to be loving and caring then as Peter says “whoever lacks these things is so nearsighted that he is blind, having forgotten that he was cleansed from his former sins” 2 Peter 1:9 
We too can be blind  – we too can be the same as the people in Malachi’s day – we can question blindly and forgetfully. When I say those things  – I am questioning whether God loves me. 
I have forgotten my history, 
I have forgotten my saviour, 
I have forgotten my duty. 
The application is obvious: Remember your own personal history: what you were, without hope, and what you now are. Remember your saviour, the one who loved you so much that that he died to take away your sins. Remember your duty, not just the duty of a creature to its creator but a duty of love and gratitude to a Father God.
If you are reading along you might notice that the complaint is laid against the priests and be asking “I am not a priest what that is to do with me? – it’s the sort of Question Malachi’s people might have asked – so hear God’s reply - look at the front of your order of service:

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for His own possession, that you may proclaim the excellences of Him who called you out of darkness into His marvellous light.  (1Peter 2:9)

You are; we all are; Priests, a royal priesthood chosen by God for the work of proclamation of his excellences. Chosen and called to proclaim the gospel to each other in worship and to the world with truth on our lips.

With truth on our lips and in our hearts
Listen to God’s instruction to his priests in Malachi chapter 2
Mal 2:7 -8 “For the lips of a priest ought to preserve knowledge, because he is the messenger of the Lord Almighty and people seek instruction from his mouth. 8 But you have turned from the way and by your teaching have caused many to stumble;”
 and goes on to say “you do not follow my ways but show partiality in matters of the law." 
Next there is a passage about divorce in the rest of that chapter which I am not going to touch except to say that God is against it! 

Malachi then turns to another very topical problem – what is true? what is justice?  -at the end of chapter 2  - Malachi 2:17

“You have wearied the Lord with your words. - “How have we wearied him?” you ask. By saying, “All who do evil are good in the eyes of the Lord, and he is pleased with them” or “Where is the God of justice? ”

 The answer to this is a consolation for us and a promise to us. 

God’s response is the promise of HIS coming.  Chapter 3 begins “I will send my messenger who will prepare the way before me” and the following statements make it clear that this answer is a direct response to the question "Where is the God of justice?"  -- he is coming “but who can endure the day of his coming?” for he comes to judge  and the judgement is for his people.
Mal 3:5  "So I will come to put you on trial. I will be quick to testify against sorcerers, adulterers and perjurers, against those who defraud labourers of their wages, who oppress the widows and the fatherless, and deprive the foreigners among you of justice, but do not fear me,” says the Lord Almighty. “
Then their questions and God’s answers come again
· God says “You have said hard things about me”– “What have we said against you?” –   you have said “'It is futile to serve God. What do we gain by carrying out his requirements and going about like mourners before the Lord Almighty? But now we call the arrogant blessed. Certainly evildoers prosper, and even when they put God to the test, they get away with it.’" (Mal 3-14-15)

This time the answer from God hinges more on the response of his people – the answer hinges more on us.

We too live in a society which as Roy put it in our prayer meeting the other night is a God Forsaking society.  It is not “God forsaken” but is “God forsaking” It turns from God. 
As we look out into the world the news is full of dreadful things happening, child “grooming”, deliberate arson, murders and other horrible things. The newspapers, especially the heavyweight papers, speak out for standards which at the very best are amoral but more often immoral. God and objective standards are dismissed as untrue or at the best irrelevant – this is especially true in the world of business and finance– and we often wonder where it will it all end. The way things have changed even in my lifetime is appalling. As a child I was safe to wander the countryside; I was safe to cycle all the villages between here and Basingstoke. You wouldn’t let a child do that now – it would not be safe. 

People steal and because the steal enormous amounts of money they are praised and justified for what at the very least are stupidities. Did you know that the futures trading that is one of the main causes of the current financial crisis is that they were trading in a volume of future trade something like 10 times the total trade that the planet has ever traded in from the very beginning of time.
 Total madness with no common sense. They aren’t paying the price, it is us, the ordinary people, who have to pull in our belts and pay for their madness – where is the justice in that?  {{Add in the 36 pages explaining the € weight symbol that it takes the EU to defend us from company greed}}
If I go on I will soon be in exactly the same place as the Jews of Malachi’s day – why don’t they get their just desserts? 
So let’s look at God’s answer – partially it is in our hands… we can go that way, looking for God to punish the stupidity and evil in the world and complaining and whining when he doesn’t do so or… 
Or we can trust, we can look to God in a different way. Our OT reading began with one of those wonderful passages about God’s love of and care for His people – you might have wondered why I chose the end of 3 and the whole of 4 – in the Hebrew bible there is no chapter 4 is – the verses we call chapter 4 are on the end of chapter 3 – what we read began with one of those wonderful passages about God’s love of and care for His people that are among the favourite verses of many Christians
Mal 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.

“On the day when I act,” says the Lord Almighty, “they will be my treasured possession. I will spare them, just as a father has compassion and 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.
I said above that the answer from God hinges more on the response of his people – the answer hinges more on us. We who fear the Lord talk to each other and encourage each other. WE aren’t alone, we have each other. And we are Gods treasured possession. We belong to God

We have already heard about what kind of thing we talk about, we “proclaim the excellences of Him who called you out of darkness into His marvellous light.”  That is our encouragement and that is what strengthens us. For although the answer does hinge on us, on our choices of how to respond; it is God who does what is necessary. He is the one who calls us his treasured possession here in this text but also in the 2 Peter quote on the front of the worship service. 
We may live in our society but it isn’t abandoned and without hope. It not is not “God forsaken” but is “God forsaking” It turns from God but God does not turn from it. He is coming to put it all right.

So to the last chapter in the our Old Testament begins with that promise of his coming

"Surely the day is coming; it will burn like a furnace. All the arrogant and every evildoer will be stubble, and the day that is coming will set them on fire, ” says the Lord Almighty. “Not a root or a branch will be left to them. 2 But for you who revere my name, the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its rays. And you will go out and frolic like well-fed calves..“

It all will work out right in the end for God is coming to put it right. That is our consolation, and our hope for God is coming to put all things right
But then a problem for us – Elijah has to come first – and as we read in the Matthew reading John the Baptist is “the Elijah who is to come before the coming of the Lord”
I spoke last time of the fact that we live between the two comings of our Lord - His coming in mercy to redeem a people and His coming as judge of all the world. I talked about the tension of having redemption and a real new life but not yet being perfected. We are living in the now and the not yet.   That is here we are now. WE have been called out of darkness into his marvellous kingdom of light but the kingdom is not yet here in its fullness. We can see, but only  as in a misted-up bathroom mirror – then we will know as we are known.
When will that be? – We don’t know and it is very unlikely that we will know much before it happens, I cant give you a date because God doesn’t count this in the same way as we do. He isn’t waiting on a date. He is waiting until the last person who will be saved is saved. Of course, HE knows when that is but the calendar he uses isn’t in months and years it is in people – and again, in one sense this is also up to us. We are commanded to tell people about salvation, we are in God’s team.
This is the last in this series of the Minor Prophets and the main message is exactly the same as in all the others: while people have choices and God honours those choices God is in control: God is in control of all of History. God will come to put everything right. Of course, this isn’t the whole story in the Minor prophets, Like the creed we used this morning it is a summary of one point. To get it all you need at least the whole of the bible – 66 books not 12 short books of the Minor Prophets  - For nearly 500 years this one consistent message was the message of Obadiah, Hoseah, Joel, Amos and Jonah, Micah, Nahum and Habakkuk. Zephaniah, Haggai and Zechariah and now Malachi. God is in control then and looked after his people then and it is still true today – Jesus did come as promised - and God through the Holy Spirit looks after us today – and Jesus will come again as promised 
It is difficult to find an end to a series. It is even more difficult to find an end to the Old Testament, especially as the fulfilment of the OT is yet to come  – but As Bill put it to the children last week We are all in the same continuing story
It all will work out right in the end for our God is coming to put it right. That is our consolation, and our hope = for God is coming to put all things right. It is also our promise. It is how we are to live in a very sad and sorry world, we are to live as God’s people striving to become more and more God’s people each day for we have a hope – not yet a reality - for we live in the now and not-yet. 
This hope and knowledge of our salvation is not based on our beliefs, not affected by our doubts and questions, not dependent on our ideas but it is firmly rooted the unchangeable character of our loving God – as he said to them in Malachi 3:6
"For I the LORD do not change; therefore you, descendants of Jacob, are not destroyed

Let us pray:












To the unchangeable God –the alpha and the omega, from the beginning to the end the same God. Help us to be part of the continuing story – which is your continuing story – 





Based on your love we have been called to serve you - help us be being your people.  





Help us to be able to say like Abraham “hineni – here am I – when you call us to do something. Help us encourage each other by speaking of your greatness to each other. 





Help us to hasten your coming by proclaiming your greatness to the world. And, as John said in Revelations “Come quickly Lord Jesus, Come”








Its not as in NIV merely ‘law’ it is the law, the torah, God’s commandments








� By 2007 the trade in derivatives worldwide was one quadrillion (thousand million million) US dollars - this is 10 times the total production of goods on the planet over its entire history," s
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