
Malachi: January Bible Study Preview
Introduction to Prophets & Prophecy

One must never lose sight of the intimate relationship between Israel’s prophets and
the politics of the day. The prophets were “religious,” but they were anything but
monks or ascetics. They were fully engaged in the power politics of Israel. They
functioned as a type of checks-and-balances system.
The prophetic books are grouped together in the Hebrew canon in a collection
called Nebi’ im, the second part of the threefold Hebrew canon. Eight books
comprise the prophetic canon: Former [Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings) and
Latter (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and the Book of the Twelve).
Malachi takes its place as the final book of the Old Testament in the Christian canon.
In the Hebrew Bible, it is the last book of the prophetic collection, which is the
second part of the canon and includes the four Major Prophets and the book of the
Twelve. But even then, it is the final book of the prophets. In fact, then ending of
Malachi serves as a perfect and proper conclusion of the book of the Twelve. It looks
ahead to a day of judgment for the arrogant and every evildoer and to a day of hope
and vindication for those who worship and revere the true God.
Interpreting the prophets well involves several aspects.
I. Place the prophets historically in context. Part of the challenge of interpreting
the prophets is integrating the latter prophets within a historical framework of the
former prophets, and remembering that the canonical order of the latter prophets
does not strictly match their historical order.
The prophetic personalities tended to cluster around great public crisis in Israel:
The latter prophets are going to fit within this sth-6th century period:
8th Century: Amos, Isaiah, Hosea, and Micah
7th Century: Jeremiah, Zephaniah, Nahum, and Habakkuk
5/6tI Century: Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi
II. Understand the function of a prophet. The prophets are not predictors of the
future (foretellers) but rather proclaimers of God’s Word (forthtellers). They
are not providing events and time lines for the future; they are hoping to change the
future (see Jer 18).
III. Note the basic message:
A. You have broken the covenant: repent.
(1) Idolatry
(2) Social justice issues
(3) Religious ritualism - They trivialized the presence of God in their midst.
B. No repentance. . . then there will be judgment!
C. The ultimate hope was that God would restore and renew his people.
IV. Be aware of options for the limited “predictive” prophecies
A. Fulfilled in the time of the prophet. This would constitute the vast majority
B. Yet future (Isa 11:4-9)
C. Two-Stage/multiple fulfillment (Hosea 11:1; Dan 9:27, 11:31, 12:11)
D. Never (Jer 18:5-10)



The Book of the Twelve
These Twelve Prophets offer us the most underappreciated books in all of Scripture.
When I ask you to turn to Malachi in a bit, we might hear the binding cracking,
indicating this is a section hardly touched (except for the robbing God section). A
deeper look reveals that these prophetic books contain some of the most colorful,
captivating, and theologically significant passages in all of Scripture (See, for
example, Hos 6:6; Joel 2:28-32; Amos 5:24; Nahum 1:7; Hab 2:4; Mal 3:1, among
others).

The prophetic books of the Old Testament are typically divided into the Major
Prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel), followed by the twelve Minor
Prophets (Hosea-Malachi). It is a most unfortunate designation. The truth is, the
term “major” and “minor” prophet has to do only with the size of the books and not
their significance. Their power is far greater than their page count. Therefore, I
would propose a slight change in our terminology from “minor prophets” to the
Book of the Twelve. Traditionally, Christians have read each of these twelve
separately, as if they were intended as stand alone units to be treated in isolation
from one another. I encourage you to read them not as individual books, but as a
unit, one large book with a unified message. The significance of 12 in Jewish
thinking suggests a sense of unity and completeness.
-The concept of the “Day of the Lord” echoes throughout (See, for example, Hos 1:5;
Joel 2:31; Amos 5:18-20; Obadiah 15; Micah 2:4; Hab 3:16; Zeph 1:7-16; Hag 2:23;
Zech 14:1; Mal 4:1).
-The collection opens (Hos 3) and closes (Mal 1:2) with an emphasis on God’s love.
-The collection opens with disobedience (Hos 1-2) and closes with a challenge for
each new generation to be obedient.
-The use of catchwords binds the books together. “The Lord roars from Zion (Joel
3:16 & Amos 1:2); Amos ends with judgment on Edom (9:12), and Obadiah stresses
it (1:1, 8, 12).
Thus, they are not haphazardly strung together, but they were purposefully
arranged by God in their journey into the Old Testament canon so that out of the
disparate pieces God might weave a unified prophetic book with a living message
not just for Jews living between the $th and 5tI centuries B.C., but for us today as
well.

Malachi: Introduction
Author
The name Malachi occurs in 1:1, a line that functions as a superscription, “The oracle
of the word of the LORD to Israel by Malachi.” Other than the mention of the name,
there is no explicit biographical data.
(1) English translations consistently treat the Hebrew mal’aki as a propel- name,
“Malachi.” That is, there was an actual prophet named Malachi who was responsible
for the content of this book.



(2) rnal’aki can be a common noun meaning “my messenger.” This fits well with the
language of 3:1 that Yahweh is about to send “my messenger” to bring about the Day
of the Lord.

Date & Situation
Malachi is commonly linked to Haggai and Zechariah as a triad of prophetic books
from the Persian period (5/6 century A.D.). tt is evident that the temple is fully
functional when the prophet speaks, a situation that did not exist until 515 B.C
Malachi charges the people with a failure of both quality and quantity of sacrifices
and offerings. The apathy of the priests and leaders has contributed to the grim
situation. The most likely date for Malachi is around 450 B.C.

Against this backdrop, Malachi prophesies in Jerusalem. At the prompting of Haggai
and Zechariah, the Second Temple had been rebuilt 65 years earlier. The hope that a
rebuilt temple would lead to a messianic age with a Davidic ancestor, namely,
Zerubbabel, sitting on the throne in Jerusalem went unfulfilled (Hag 2:20-23). The
hope of economic prosperity had not materialized (2:6-9]. The hope that massive
numbei-s of Diaspora Jews would migrate back to Jerusalem had not occurred (Zech
8:1-8). Instead, Jerusalem was under Persian domination, and hostile neighbors
surrounded it. There was a general spiritual apathy and disillusionment with the
leadership of the priests that pervaded the people. In this environment,
- People offer improper sacrifices (1:14)
- Jewish men intermarried with foreign women (2:10-12]
- People practiced idolatry, adultery, and divorce (2:11-16]
- People practiced social injustice (3:5)
- People cheat God out of his tithe (3:6-12)
Moral, spiritual, and economic misery led to a most dismal and dreadful scenario
into which Malachi entered as God’s spokesman.

Structure
A. Introduction (1:1)
B. Prophetic Challenge (1:2-4:3)
I. How Have You Loved Us? (1:2-5): The God Who Loves and Hates
II. How Have We Despised Your Name (1:6-2:9]: The God Whose Name Is Great

Among the Nations
Ill. Why Are We Unfaithful to God and to One Another? (2:10-16): The God Who

Hates Divorce
IV. How Have We Exhausted God with Our Words? (2:17-3:5): The God Who Will

Make Things Right
V. How Do We Return? (3:6-12]: The God Who Desires to Bless
VI. Is It Useless to Serve God? (3:13-4:3]: The God Remembers His People
C. Conclusion (4:4-6)
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