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I propose to show that we like the people of post-exilic Jerusalem, would do well to experience the refining fire of the messenger
of the Lord, so that we too who hear these words will have the dross of our lives stripped away and we will know and honor the
image of God that lives in each of us.

May the God who creates us, redeems us, and sustains us, be with us this day, and remain with us
always. Amen..

Good Morning!

In the Hebrew Bible, in what Christians refer to as the Old Testament, a portion of the scripture
is divided up into prophetic writings, the sayings, and comings and goings of the Hebrew
prophets. There are the major prophets, whose writings go on for a bit, like Isaish, and Jeremiah,
Ezkiel, and Daniel. Then there are the prophets whose writings are not near as extensive, twelve
in all: Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai,
Zechariah, and Malachi.

The writings of the prophet Malachi are the last words in the Hebrew bible. Today, I want to
spend some time with Malachi. He has four chapters of insights for us. We know precious little
about him. His name, Malachi, which in Hebrew means, “my messenger” or “my angel” may
have been the prophet’s actual name or a pseudonym for a writer. We really don’t know.

Biblical Theologian, Judy Fentress-Williams, describes Malachi’s words as not so much
prophetic oracles but rather a series of questions and answers, an extended dialogue between
Malachai and God regarding Israel’s identity, (Holy Imagination: A Literary and Theological
Introduction to the Whole Bible, p 227, copyright 2021.)

So what is it that was going on long about the 5™ century before the Common Era? What was
happening for the Israelites who have returned to Jerusalem, from exile? How are they ordering
their lives? What might we learn from these verses?

What’s interesting is Malachi’s sense that the people, and the priests have gotten shoddy and lazy
in their worship. The priests and people are offering blemished animals. And doing so, not with
care and attention but rather, by saying,

“What weariness is this? You say, and [then] sniff at me.” (Malachi 1:13)
or as biblical translator Eugene Peterson interprets, [the people are saying]

“Worship is not important, and what we bring to worship is of no account, and when you
say, “I'm bored—this doesnt do anything for me. You act so superior to me, [the Lord
God]. (The Message, p 1754.)

The people living in the post exilic world have grown complacent. Their tithes and offerings are
less than the best of their flocks, (Malachi 1:14). Their religious leaders have grown lax and
turned aside from God’s ways, (Malachi 2:8).

So says the prophet Malachi, God will be sending a messenger:



“Who will be like a refiners fire, ...[the one I send] (he) will sit as a refiner and purifier
of silver and gold and refine the descendants of Levi until they present right offerings... I
will draw near ... for judgement against the sorcerers, the adulterers, against those who
oppress the hired workers in their wages, the widow and the orphans, [in judgement]

against those who thrust aside the alien, and do not fear me, says the Lord of Hosts,
(Malachi 3:2b-3a, 5).
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For a minute, imagine that we perhaps have grown lax in our worship practices. That we may
not be offering to God in our prayer, in our tithes, in our daily comings and goings, imagine for a
minute that God, that pleasing God, being in relationship with God is not first on our list. As we
plan our day, imagine that the details of our lives, may sometimes prevent us from building,
deepening our connection with the Holy.

Might we be so wearied by the changes and chances of our life that we are distracted from our
Lord?

This certainly seems to be the case in Malachi’s time.

So, Malachi says to the people, that a refiner is coming, to refine the people as if they are silver.
Which to me sounds like a painful, hot process. Not one that I’d look forward to. But there is a
folk tale of sorts affiliated with the silver refining process, that may offer us an insight or two.

When refining silver, in an ancient fashion, the silver with its impurities would be placed in a cup
made of clay or bone ash, materials that are highly fire resistant. The cup would then be heated
to extreme temperatures. The impurities in the silver, oxidize, form a liquid and are absorbed
into the cup, what remains is a highly reflective, much purer, globule of silver.

Now take the process and go back to the notion of God as the refiner. We and perhaps the people
of post exilic Israel may have surrendered, maybe we are surrendered and given into the world,
maybe we are encased by the dross of the world. God is coming to burn those impurities off, so
all that remains is the essence of who we are, an essence that readily reflects God’s image to the
world.

Friends, might we too, need some refining, some purifying, some burning away of the world’s
impurities, so that all that remains in our souls, all that remains and is reflected to the world is
God’s essence.

Malachi says, “The day is coming, burning like an oven, when all the arrogant and all evildoers
will be stubble; ...but to you who revere my name the sun of righteousness shall rise with healing
in its wings,” (Malachi 4:2).

May we face the refining fire so that the dross of our lives may perish and we shall rise and shine
and reflect God’s image to this frail, fraught, broken world.

Amen.



