St Peter & St Paul. 10th Dec. 06 8.00am and 10.00am
Malachi

Our Father, we pray that your word to us this morning may
be interesting, may be understandable, may touch our
consciences, may change our lives, in Jesus name. Amen

We often talk about famous last words. Sometimes rather
cynically: “I’m feeling just a little bit better today’ -famous
last words! Do you listen to ‘quote, unquote ‘ on the radio?
They often have a very funny round on last words.
You will have some in your mind no doubt. A few days ago my
mother and said the same last words together that she said
with her own mother many, many years ago. ‘Viel Liebe, viel
Liebe’ It felt like a life summed up –a life filled with love.
Last words have a special sort of solemnity and importance –
and nowhere more so than here at the very end of the Old
Testament –the book of Malachi. It’s as if God says, “Here is my
final analysis, my final command and encouragement.”
It is an easy book to find. You simply go to Matthew -the
first book of the New Testament and turn back a page and
there is Malachi -which is significant because nothing more
stands between these people and the coming of Christ.
So…not a bad spot for an Advent sermon.
There was another 400 years of human history between the
Testaments, but no more prophecy, no more scripture, no
further word from God. There is a kind of hush to herald
in the greatest of all events, the coming of the Son of God.
And it becomes all the more significant when you consider
not just the final words of God, but the actual final word
itself -do you know it without looking for it?
The last word in the Old Testament is ‘curse’
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To avoid this when Malachi is read in the synagogue even
today, after they have read the final verse 6, they repeat verse
5 to avoid having to end with that awful word ‘curse’
But of course that is an evasion. The truth is that only Jesus
Christ, the fulfilment of all the prophets and all the Old
Testament; only he is going to lift that curse.
We really don’t want to use words like ‘curse’ about the
human condition do we -so look at it this way.
The Old Testament ends with the human condition without
Christ -and it is not good news.
Hope is clearly there in the text -‘The Son of righteousness
shall rise with healing in his wings’ -and in a way that is
where we are at during Advent. An examination of the
human condition without Christ -seriously bad, painful
news, and along side that the real hope of his coming.
So this book Malachi -is the last book before Jesus comes. Is
it worth reading? Are there still insights contained in it,
which have meaning for our lives today?
Well -lets start with the name. Malachi simply means ‘my
messenger’ or ‘my angel’ -since angel means messenger. It is
unlikely that this was the proper name of the author and
the majority of scholars say the book is anonymous. The
author didn’t want his name or personality to intrude; he is
simply God’s messenger. Our Gospel reading was all about
John the Baptist -same story -it’s not about me, it’s about
Christ.
Just think about when Malachi was written.
By the time of this man the Temple had long since been
rebuilt and been in operation, and we are into the period
when Nehemiah returned -Malachi is associated with his
reforms.
The date of this book is about 450 BC. Parallel it in history, it
was the time of the Golden Age of Greek civilisation so the
great philosopher Socrates was on at this time, artists,
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playwrights, the Parthenon in Athens was being built, Rome
had just become a republic and was beginning to formulate
its laws, the Persian Empire was still a major power under
Artaxerxes but was on the decline -it was a critical period in
the history of the Western world.
Meanwhile in Israel Malachi bring the last word to the
nation before the arrival of Jesus.
Now just a word about the state of the nation at that time.
You may well choose to see a parallel with today. The Jews
had returned from exile with high hopes. They rebuilt the
Temple -it didn’t have the glory of the original of course,
but it served.
The years passed -And gradually the Jews became
disillusioned. Life was very hard. They suffered from
droughts and bad harvests. They were surrounded by
enemies and all the promised prosperity, all their dreams,
failed to materialise.
And it got them down -sound familiar? -A spirit of doubt
and hopelessness.
This mood gave rise to the questions that fill this book.
There are eight of them -questions that we can recognise
from our own times of disillusionment. Questions such as:
“Does God in fact love us?’ Is there any real point in
worshipping God?’ ‘Is God actually a God of Justice?’ “Does he
punish evil?’ ‘Is there any future for us?’
You can boil it all down to just two basic questions:
“Is it all true?’
“Is it all worth it?’
Pretty basic questions -questions that creep up on us when
we are tired and battered by life’s problems. A little voice at
the back of our mind chips in when our hopes and
expectations take a knock: ‘Is it all true?’ ‘Is it all worth it?’
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In a way this little book answers these questions right at
the beginning.
This is what Malachi brings them from God: ‘I have loved
you, says the Lord, but you ask how have you loved us?’
I find it very moving that the book begins in this way -not
with a denunciation but with this almost -almost humble
statement of God’s love.
I have loved you. It doesn’t mean just in the past -once I did,
now no longer. Rather it is ‘I have set my love upon you you have become the object of my love’
This is the gold standard. They were in a mess -living very
badly, full of doubt -and this is where God begins.
I guess this is just the same for us. When we feel low and
helpless, when in our hearts we know full well that we are
straying well off course, when maybe we know that it is a
long, long time since we have had a proper conversation
with God; this is where God starts with us ‘I have set my
love upon you, you are in my love.’
We can take it in …but, we say, but - How? How have you
loved us? As if to say “This is all very well, but where is this
love? What does it do? What difference does it make? We
know the words about the love of God but how does the
reality work in experience?
How can God answer this? Well –to these people –the Jewshe points to what he has done - In love he has made them a
people of his own. He has chosen them; he has been their
God since the days of Abraham. They can know he loves them
because of what he has done for them.
Is there a parallel for us Christians? -Well yes, and it goes
like this. God says: ‘I have sent my Son for you, I have chosen
you , my Son has died for you.’
This book -and this sermon by the way, is a sort of over view
-I’ve taken the whole book and looked at the main themes –
this book examines the malaise of a religious community. This
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is the sad condition that they had got into. I can’t help
seeing a parallel -trust has broken down internally and the
faith and the joy that sustains us has taken a big knock.
Here the Jews doubted the love of God
The doubted the real value of worship -their worship had
lost that real response to God’s love -and of course we need
to watch ourselves here. It is easy to find ourselves
becoming casual, annoyed by petty things -the wrong tune blaming the forms of worship for something which, truth be
told, is actually going on in your own heart.
Prepare you heart for worship. Enter wholeheartedly into
the worship, praise God with your whole being. The
argument, remember, is that he loves you! He has given his
son for you. Worship him and you will give God pleasure
and you will bring joy to your own heart. Stir yourself and
ask God’s Spirit to help you.
Then they doubted the value of preaching -their teaching
was ill-prepared and half hearted so they were not learning
about God any more. OK -gulp!
Then they doubted God’s justice -the cry went up ‘it’s not
fair’
And then they doubted the value of the work of God.
It was a mess and Malachi got the job of telling them.
It would seem that most of them took very little notice.
Some understood and responded to God’s love, but most of
them stayed down in the gloom. And that’s almost all the
book -except for this sort of postscript. The people are told
to remember the law of Moses and wait for the Herald -wait
for the Messiah.
That is why this is an Advent reading -it is all about the
waiting. Their waiting was fulfilled when Jesus came -and
that’s what we celebrate at Christmas –but our waiting is for
his coming too.
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We loose the plot -we get that horrible empty feeling from
our religion when we loose that personal contact with
Jesus Christ.
That is the deep, deep longing that runs through Advent ‘even so come Lord Jesus’.
Our hearts are empty and aimless –even if we are very
religious -without Jesus Christ himself being part of our
lives.
Let me give you an example. Two weeks ago we had a baptism
service -young Patrick Howells -it is in a way a religious
rite -quite capable of being barren, devoid of meaning. What
brings it to life is the longing that he they will not have to
suffer the emptiness of living life without Christ.
Rather that as he grows so he will get to know Jesus more
deeply.
Maybe that is your longing too. We all have times of doubt
and questioning, and we are tempted to think that if only
we could find the right answer all would be well.
Advent tells us it is not like that -the answer -if you like -is
not an idea -the answer to our heartache and our longing
is Jesus himself. So pray quietly during this service, during
the next few weeks –‘even so come, Lord Jesus.’
Amen
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