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The Importance of Biblical Theology

Are Christians required to tithe? Should the ministers of churches be called 
“priests”? Are Christians permitted to divorce? These are some of the issues 
that arise in Malachi on which Christians disagree, sometimes passionately. 
In addition to disagreements among Christians, some outside the faith think 
Christians are selective in their use of the Bible. They ask, why do Christians 
obey some commands of the Bible and not others? To them Christians seem 
to have double standards. Is this criticism valid? We all know that if you quote 
parts of the Bible out of context, it is possible to make the Bible say almost 
anything. Are we guilty of proof-texting to make the Bible say just what we 
want to hear? To make it fit our own agendas?

These questions all underline the crucial importance of biblical theology 
(BT) in reading and applying the Bible. BT seeks to understand verses and 
passages of the Bible in the wider context of the Bible as a whole, so that 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 20.3 (2016)

10

their meaning is correctly understood, applied and lived.1 It understands 
the Bible not as a hodgepodge of disconnected parts, but as a unified whole, 
telling a story that begins with creation and ends with a new creation, with 
the kingdom of God that has come in Jesus Christ at the heart of the story. 
When the parts of the story are read in light of the whole, it explains why the 
application of some of the commands and instructions of God have changed 
through time. It explains why some of the religious and cultural practices 
of the Jewish people are no longer practiced by Christians today. It is not a 
matter of Christians arbitrarily deciding which bits of the Bible they think 
are relevant; rather, it is seeing how the unfolding story of the Bible itself, 
which climaxes in the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ, determines Christian 
belief and practice.

Coming at the end of the Prophets, the book of Malachi provides an 
important perspective on how the Bible fits together. Malachi looks back 
over the story of Israel, with all its hopes and failures, and looks forward to 
the NT which explains how the various strands of OT hope are realized in 
the messiah Jesus and his kingdom. Two central biblical-theological themes 
in the book of Malachi are covenant and the Day of the Lord. These themes 
resound through all of the Bible and later in this article I will trace their 
development to show how Malachi fits into the unfolding story of the Bible 
and its major themes.2 

Malachi’s Historical Context

The book of Malachi is located in the post-exilic age, a period often neglected 
in biblical-theological treatments of the storyline of the Bible, even though 
the period “from the exile to Babylon until the Messiah” is one of the three 
distinct epochs identified by Matthew in the way he structures the gene-
alogy of Jesus Christ (Matt 1:12-17). Before exploring the significance of 
this period for BT, I will briefly outline something of its history in relation 
to the people of Judah.

The main biblical sources for this period are the two earlier post-exilic 
prophets Haggai and Zechariah (who were contemporaries of each other), 
and the books of Ezra and Nehemiah (which cover the period from the 
return from exile to Nehemiah’s administration of Judah).3 

Jerusalem had been destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 BC (see 2 Kings 
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25), and almost fifty years later, in 539 BC, the Persian king Cyrus had incor-
porated Babylon into the Persian Empire and decreed that those peoples 
whom the Babylonians had earlier exiled to Babylon could return to their 
homelands and rebuild their temples. This included the Jewish people (Ezra 
1:1-4). The first group to return to Jerusalem was led by the Persian-appointed 
Judean governor Sheshbazzar in 538 BC (Ezra 2:64-65). Upon their return 
they gave offerings to rebuild the temple (2:68), built an altar (3:3), began 
again the sacrifices and festivals (3:4-6), and laid the foundation of the temple 
(3:10). Yet the people of God soon faced many difficulties including famine 
(Hag 1:9-11; 2:15-19), economic stress (Hag 1:6; Zech 8:10), infighting 
(Zech 8:10), and concerted opposition from the neighboring province of 
Samaria (Ezra 4; Nehemiah 2–4, 6). This all became so overwhelming that 
the initial work of rebuilding the temple came to a standstill (Ezra 4:24), 
and did not advance for some twenty years until the time of the Persian king 
Darius. At this point, God raised up the prophets Haggai and Zechariah to 
rouse the people to complete rebuilding the temple, which they finished 
about four years later in 515 BC (Ezra 6:14-15). However, even though the 
temple was rebuilt, the book of Malachi indicates that many of the economic 
difficulties the people faced continued (Mal 3:10-11), along with additional 
social problems such as a lax priesthood (1:6–2:9), intermarriage with those 
who were not of the Jewish faith (2:11-12), marriage breakdown and divorce 
(2:13-16), social injustice (3:5), neglect of the tithes and offerings (3:8-10), 
and a general cynicism about God and his ways (2:17; 3:14-15). These are 
some of the pressing issues that Malachi confronts.

There is some uncertainty about the precise setting of Malachi within 
the post-exilic period. Unlike the books of Haggai and Zechariah, the book 
of Malachi contains no dates. It also lacks any reference to persons (such as 
Ezra or Nehemiah) which would help to locate it. All that seems certain is 
that there is a functioning temple (Mal 1:10; 3:1, 10), which places it after 
515 BC. Malachi addresses similar issues that faced Nehemiah: a corrupt 
priesthood (Neh 13:28-31), marriages outside the covenant faith and divorce 
(Ezra 9:1-15; Neh 13:23-28), immorality and social injustice (Neh 5:1-13; 
13:15-22), and neglect of the tithes and offerings (Neh 13:10-12). Some 
scholars locate Malachi before or contemporaneous with Ezra and Nehemiah 
in the mid-fifth century, since Nehemiah brought about a measure of reform in 
these matters.4 Yet these reforms were only short-lived as the people reverted 
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quite quickly to their earlier behavior soon after Nehemiah took leave from 
Jerusalem (see Nehemiah 13). Others date Malachi earlier in the fifth century, 
between 500 and 475 BC, which is certainly possible.5 However, it seems 
significant that neither of the books of Ezra or Nehemiah refers to Malachi, 
though the book of Ezra refers to the prophets Haggai and Zechariah (in 
5:1; 6:14), and the book of Nehemiah refers to Ezra (in 7:73b–8:18). Why 
does neither of these books refer to the prophet Malachi, especially since his 
message would have provided support for both Ezra and Nehemiah? This 
silence suggests to me that on balance, Malachi is to be located shortly after 
Nehemiah, who served as governor in Jerusalem from 445 BC until 434 or 
433.6 Yet it must be noted that this is an argument from silence, which at the 
end of the day means certainty is impossible. Whatever the case, it is clear 
that providing the precise location was not important, otherwise the book 
would contain at least one date. Indeed, Malachi is fruitfully read against the 
broader historical backdrop of the post-exilic period, from the completion 
of the temple to the end of the Persian Empire (c. 332 BC). 

Malachi in Salvation History

The post-exilic period must also be considered in the context of salvation 
history, that is, the unfolding biblical story of God’s purpose to redeem a 
people for himself through his son for his glory. As noted above, Matthew’s 
gospel breaks up this story into three parts: “from Abraham to David … from 
David until the exile to Babylon … and from the exile to Babylon until the 
Messiah” (Matt 1:17, HCSB). I will summarize the important elements in 
each period, and particularly focus on the third, in which Malachi is located. 
While doing this, I will trace the themes of covenant and the Day of the Lord, 
which are key themes in Malachi.

From Abraham to David
Israel’s story begins with the promises to Abraham that his descendants will 
become a great nation (Israel), who will inherit a land, be blessed by God, gain 
a great name, and mediate blessing to all the peoples on earth (Gen 12:1-3). 
Essentially these promises state God’s intention to establish his kingdom. 
Behind these promises lies God’s intention to bless all of creation (Gen 1:28; 
2:3), and the promises to Abraham reaffirm God’s commitment to establish 
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his kingdom in spite of the stark episodes of human sin in Genesis 3–11. 
God’s promises to Abraham are formalized in a covenant in two places in 

the Genesis narrative – chapters 15 and 17.7 They are also reiterated to the 
patriarchs Isaac and Jacob (e.g., Gen 26:3-5; 28:13-15; 46:3-4), and drive 
much of the storyline of Genesis (and the rest of the Bible). The promise of 
a great nation finds its fulfilment in the deliverance of Abraham’s descen-
dants from slavery in Egypt, from where they will journey to the land of 
Canaan, their promised inheritance (Gen 15:13-14, 18; Exod 2:24; 6:4-5). 
Subsequent to their exodus from Egypt, God brings them to Sinai where 
he enters into a covenant with the nation, mediated through Moses. Before 
the requirements of the national covenant are stipulated (in Exodus 20–23), 
God explains the purpose of his covenant relationship in Exodus 19:5-6. 
Israel is to be God’s “own possession out of all the peoples …. My kingdom 
of priests and My holy nation” (HCSB). In other words, as Israel lived out 
their covenant relationship with the Lord, they were to be distinct (“holy”) 
and so mediate (like “priests”) the knowledge of God to the nations (“all 
the peoples”), bringing the blessing to the nations that God had promised 
Abraham and which he had purposed in creation (Gen 1:28; 2:3). Chris 
Wright summarizes this:

As the people of Yhwh they would have the historical task of bringing the knowl-

edge of God to the nations, and bringing the nations to the means of atonement 

with God. The Abrahamic task of being a means of blessing to the nations also 

put them in the role of priests in the midst of the nations. Just as it was the role 

of the priests to bless the Israelites, so it would be the role of Israel as a whole 

ultimately to be a blessing to the nations.8

The covenant relationship was the means by which Israel fulfilled their role. 
Therefore, their obedience to the stipulations of the covenant was crucial; 
their holiness would be evident in their ethics. God’s entering into a covenant 
relationship with Israel showed his love for them (cf. Mal 1:2), and they 
were to show their love for God in obedience to his commands (e.g., Deut 
6:4-9). God’s purpose was that Israel would serve like a “show house” or 
“model home” that displayed his character to the nations. Israel was meant 
to live in such a way that attracted the nations to their God (e.g., Deut 4:5-8).

It is essential to appreciate that this covenant relationship between God 
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and Israel, set out in the Torah (or Pentateuch), is fundamental for Malachi 
(indeed it is fundamental for all the prophets, even when they do not explic-
itly refer to it).9 At its heart, the prophets’ role involved calling Israel back to 
obedience to the national covenant. They warned of divine judgment in situ-
ations where the covenant was being broken and called on people to repent 
(e.g., 2 Chron 24:19). In these contexts, the prophets often declared the law 
to the people (e.g., Zech 7:12). This role is summarized in 2 Kings 17:13:

Still, the Lord warned Israel and Judah through every prophet and every seer, 

saying, “Turn from your evil ways and keep My commands and statutes according 

to the law I commanded your ancestors and sent to you through My servants 

the prophets.” (HCSB)

The prophets not only warned of divine judgment, but also promised 
blessing if the people should repent and obey the Lord (e.g., Jer 22:4-5; 
Zech 6:15). In many instances the prophetic predictions were not stating 
any more than had been revealed to Moses in the lists of blessings for 
obedience and curses for disobedience at the end of the books of Leviticus 
and Deuteronomy.10 

In addition to the prophets, the Levitical priests were required to teach 
God’s covenant law to Israel (e.g., Lev 10:11; Deut 31:9; 33:8-10; cf. Hag 
2:11; Mal 2:5). This also involved a judicial role at the tabernacle/temple 
where they provided rulings based on the law for those who sought settle-
ment of a dispute (e.g., Deut 17:8-13; 19:17). Malachi refers to a “covenant 
with Levi” (Mal 3:4), and while this phrase does not appear in the Torah, 
the role established for the priests in the Torah where they are given a special 
relationship with God that entails responsibility and privilege, can be under-
stood in covenantal terms (see Num 18:19). Numbers 25:12-13 speaks of a 
“covenant of peace” and “a covenant of perpetual priesthood” that is made 
with Phinehas and his descendants and this is most likely what Malachi is 
referring to (Mal 2:4-5, 8; compare 1 Sam 2:30; Jer 33:21; Neh 13:29).11

Tragically, the story of Israel is one where more often than not they failed 
to live out their calling and fell under the curses of the covenant. While God 
again and again proves faithful to his side of the covenant, Israel proves to 
be an unfaithful covenant partner. The book of Judges exhibits how Israel 
became worse than the nations in its moral life, but God continued to judge 
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and to save. The end of the book of Judges also anticipates a king who will 
establish God’s kingdom (17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25).

From David until the Exile to Babylon
After king Saul, there is a foretaste of the kingdom of God under the reigns of 
David and Solomon as Israel experiences its golden age. God is seen to have 
kept his covenant promises to Abraham with the result that Israel flourished 
and mediated blessing to the world. Yet at the same time the kingdom was 
set on a downward path on account of David’s failure to rule with justice 
and righteousness, using his kingly power in self-service (2 Samuel 11–12). 
His sins led eventually to his personal exile from Jerusalem, foreshadowing 
the later exiling of the nation for their sins. Similarly, despite his wisdom, 
Solomon disobeyed all the laws for the king set out in Deuteronomy 17:14-
20.12 Particularly damaging was marrying foreign wives and supporting them 
in their worship of other gods which turned Solomon’s heart away from 
the Lord (1 Kgs 11:1-6). In response, God pronounced to Solomon that 
he would “tear the kingdom away from you” (v. 11) and this punishment 
brought about the division of Israel, after Solomon’s death, into the northern 
kingdom of Israel and the southern kingdom of Judah.

Successive kings of Israel and Judah turned from the national covenant to 
other gods and the people followed. Forsaking the Lord, they also forsook his 
ways. God sent his prophets to call the people back to himself, but the people 
hardened their hearts and refused to listen (Zech 7:11-12). Punishment fell 
on the northern kingdom through the agency of the Assyrians in 722 BC 
(2 Kings 17). The people of the southern kingdom of Judah failed to learn 
from this and were judged by God through the agency of the Babylonians in 
586 BC at which time Jerusalem and the temple were destroyed, the Davidic 
king was removed from his throne, and many of the Judean population were 
sent into exile (2 Kings 25). 

Many prophets predicted these events. Indeed, the great prophet Moses 
was pessimistic from the outset about Israel’s ability to live faithfully in the 
land and seemed to expect that the Lord would uproot them from the land 
in his wrath and throw them into another land because they would abandon 
the covenant (Deut 29:24-28). Yet mercifully, the scattering of “exile” was 
not God’s final word to Moses. Instead, God promised a new work where 
he “will circumcise your heart and the hearts of your descendants, and you 
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will love Him with all your heart and with all your soul so that you will live” 
(Deut 30:6, HCSB). This work of God in circumcising his people’s hearts 
is what would enable them to return to him in covenant obedience (Deut 
30:2) and appears to be the basis for what the prophet Jeremiah later calls 
the “new covenant,” when God says “I will put My teaching within them and 
write it on their hearts. I will be their God and they will be my people” ( Jer 
31:33, HCSB; cf. 23:3; 32:37-41). Ezekiel associates this with the work of 
God’s Spirit (Ezek 36:25-28; cf. 34:25; 37:26). Along with a new covenant 
with a new people of God (the faithful remnant), the prophets also promise 
a new exodus (Isa 43:15-21; Jer 16:14-15; 23:7-8), a new entry and pos-
session of a new land (Isa 32:14-20; 35:1-10; Jer 23:7-8; Ezek 34:11-16); 
a new Jerusalem (Isa 44:24-28; 49:14-21; 51:3), a new temple (Isa 2:2-4; 
44:28; Ezekiel 40–42), a new David (Isa 9:6-7; 11:1; 16:4-5; Jer 22:4; 23:5-8; 
30:9; 33:15-16; Ezek 21:26-27; 34:23-25; 37:24-28; Hos 3:5; Mic 4:7–5:6; 
Amos 9:11-15), and a new creation with blessings often pictured in terms 
of agricultural abundance (Isa 51:3; 65:17-21, 25; Ezek 36:33-36). These 
blessings will not be restricted to Israel, but overflow to those of the nations 
who seek the Lord in keeping with the promise to Abraham (Gen 12:3; cf. 
Isa 2:2-4; Mic 4:1-4).13 

For the prophets, the judgment of God which would culminating in exile, 
and the subsequent salvation of his people will happen on the Day of the 
Lord (Isa 13:6-9; Joel 1:15; 2:1-31; Amos 5:18-20; Zeph 1:7, 14; 2:1-3). 
Hafemann summarizes:

On this ‘day’, God will decisively judge this evil age and in so doing deliver the 

people once and for all from sin and its consequences. Through this coming day 

of judgment, God will establish his unrivalled rule and reign as King and, under 

his undisputed sovereignty, bring about the new creation and its covenant.14

The prophets before and during the exile looked forward to this day, when 
God would establish his kingdom with all its glory. The book of Zephaniah 
immediately precedes the post-exilic prophets in the book of the Twelve 
Minor Prophets. It finishes on a note of hope and eager expectation about 
what will happen “on that day” (3:11, 16):

At that time I will bring you back, yes, at the time I will gather you. I will give you 
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fame and praise among all the peoples of the earth, when I restore your fortunes 

before your eyes. Yahweh has spoken. (Zeph 3:20, HCSB).

From the exile to Babylon until the Messiah
These positive elements of the Day of the Lord explain the great expectations 
among many of the exiles who first returned to Jerusalem after the decree 
of the Persian king Cyrus. The prophet Jeremiah had prophesied seventy 
years of desolation for the land of Judah (25:11-12; 29), and these seventy 
years were nearing their end for those who had returned to the land to 
rebuild the city and the temple (cf. Zech 1:12).15 The priesthood and the 
sacrificial system were reinstituted. The Davidic line was re-established in 
Jerusalem with the Persian-appointed governor Zerubbabel (Hag 2:20-23; 
Zech 4:6-10). Remarkably (given Israel’s history of rejecting the words of 
the prophets), the “remnant” who returned to the land responded to the 
words of the prophets Haggai and Zechariah with obedience (Hag 1:12-
15; Zech 1:6).16 Similarly, Malachi reports a group who fear the Lord (Mal 
3:16). This response raises the question—is this the new covenant? Is God 
establishing again his kingdom and ushering in the new era promised by the 
earlier prophets? Is this the restoration of fortunes promised by Zephaniah? 

While the post-exilic prophets prophesy during a time when God is 
restoring the kingdom, each prophet also highlights the way in which God’s 
people still fail to live out the requirements of the national covenant mediated 
through Moses. They each show that even though the nation has endured the 
fire of exile, those who emerge as the remnant are not yet purified. The exile 
has not dealt finally with the fundamental problem that led to it, namely the 
nation’s sin; the sinful human heart still needs circumcision (cf. Deut 30:6). 
In Haggai, the people do not have the Lord’s priorities, reflected in their 
neglect of the temple (2:4, 9). They are defiled and so is the work of their 
hands and their offerings (2:14). Zechariah identifies numerous covenant 
violations which continue to exist within the post-exilic community: theft, 
false-swearing, iniquity, wickedness, lies, hatred, perjury, idolatry and false 
prophecy (5:1-11; 8:16-17; 13:2-6).

The sins of the post-exilic community are particularly evident in the book 
of Malachi as the form of the book itself reflects its content. Malachi quotes 
the people and responds to their poor attitudes and behaviors in a series of 
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six “prophetic disputations.” Three speeches are accusations directed by God 
against the people for their sins (the second, third and fifth).17 The other 
three speeches are God’s response to the complaints of his people against 
him (the first, fourth and sixth).18 This analysis shows that both sides are 
making accusations against each other, reflecting a breakdown in relationship. 
In this way, the form of the book reflects its content, namely the continued 
breakdown of the covenant relationship between God and his people.19

The book of Malachi reveals that the people fail to appreciate God’s love 
for them (1:2-5). The priests lack respect towards God by simply going 
through the motions and do not appreciate their high calling. They turn a 
blind eye to the second-rate offerings of the people (1:7-14) and neglect to 
live out and teach faithfully the ways of the Lord (2:1-9). The people exhibit 
covenant unfaithfulness, particularly in their marriages (2:10-16), but also 
in sorcery, adultery, false-swearing, oppressing the widow and fatherless, 
cheating the wage-earner, denying justice to the foreigner (3:6), and in 
their failure to support the priests by paying the tithes and offerings (3:8). 
The book reveals that some have assimilated with the nations and their gods 
(2:11; 3:5). To top things off, the people even defame God by accusing him 
of delighting in evil (2:17; 3:14-15). In all of these ways, the people effec-
tively deny their calling to mediate the knowledge of God to the world (cf. 
Exod 19:5-6). What Malachi tragically reveals is that rather than being like 
a show house that displays God’s character to the nations, they are more like 
a hovel. Covenant unfaithfulness remains an enduring problem, even within 
the remnant who have returned to Jerusalem after the experience of exile.20

While the earlier prophets looked forward to a glorious restoration after 
exile, which would happen “on that day,” Malachi (as well as the books of 
Haggai and Zechariah) indicates that even though the people have been 
through the judgment of exile and returned to the land, the full experience 
of the Day of the Lord still lies in the future.21 Reference to “the day” occurs 
six times in the final chapter of Malachi (from 3:2).22 Like the earlier proph-
ets, it is a day of judgment and salvation—a day when the difference will 
be seen between the righteous (the “one who serves God”) and the wicked 
(the “one who does not serve Him”) (Mal 3:18). God’s judgment will be 
against those who do not fear him, evident in the fact that they continue 
to violate the terms of the covenant (Mal 3:5-6). The coming day will burn 
like a furnace and all the arrogant and wicked will be consumed like stubble 
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(4:1). The wicked will be trampled under the feet of the righteous (4:3). 
At the same time, it is a day when God will come and refine and purify the 
sons of Levi so that the offerings of his people might please him (3:3-4). It 
is a day where those who repent and fear the Lord will be God’s “treasured 
possession” and so fulfil Israel’s calling (3:17; cf. Exod 19:5). It is a day when 
God will bring righteousness and healing to those who fear his name so that 
those who experience it will leap about in new-found freedom, like “calves 
from the stall” (4:2). With echoes of Genesis 3:15 and Psalm 110:1, God 
promises his people that their enemies will be subjugated “under the soles 
of your feet” (4:3). In preparation for this day, God will send the prophet 
Elijah, who “will turn the hearts of fathers to their children and the heart 
of children to their fathers. Otherwise, I will come and strike the land with 
a curse” (Mal 4:6, HCSB). In this way, Malachi indicates that there will be 
another Day of the Lord still to come before the kingdom of God will finally 
arrive in all its glory and fullness.

For the Gospel writers, this Day of the Lord comes with Jesus, who 
brings judgment and salvation. John the Baptist is the eschatological Elijah 
announced in Malachi 4:5-6, who prepares the way for the Lord. John was 
not Elijah in person (cf. John 1:21), but came “in the spirit and power of 
Elijah” (Luke 1:17). He wore the clothing of Elijah (Matt 3:4; Mark 1:6; cf. 
2 Kgs 1:8), and preached a message of repentance in view of God’s coming 
judgment (Matt 3:12; Mark 1:2-4). Luke explains John the Baptist’s mission 
in terms of Malachi:

He will turn many of the sons of Israel to the Lord their God. And he will go 

before Him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of fathers to their 

children, and the disobedient to the understanding of the righteous, to make 

ready for the Lord a prepared people. (Luke 1:16-17, HCSB)

Remarkably, the coming of the Lord God in Malachi is the coming of the 
Lord Jesus to establish God’s kingdom, which involved dealing finally with 
sin. It is because Jesus fully kept the requirements of the law of Moses that 
he could be both a true representative and a substitute for unfaithful Israel 
and sinful humanity. On the cross, Jesus took the curse that the last verse of 
Malachi threatens (Mal 4:6; cf. Gal 3:13); he bore the judgment for our sins, 
so that Christians are now God’s “special possession” (HCSB) or “treasured 
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possession” (NIV) (Mal 3:17; cf. 1 Pet 1:17-21; 2:9). 
All the prophetic hopes are realized in Jesus. He is the faithful remnant, 

the “true Israel” who brings salvation to the nations (e.g., Matt 2:11; 4:1-11; 
12:18-21; 28:19). He is the new David (Matt 1:1, 20; 15:22; 20:30) and 
the new temple ( John 2:19-22). His death brought about the new exodus 
(Luke 9:31) with redemption and the forgiveness of sins (Col 1:14). His 
resurrection and the pouring out of the Spirit are the firstfruits of the new 
creation (1 Cor 15:20; 2 Cor 5:16-17). Jesus established the promised new 
covenant (Luke 22:20; Heb 9:15), which is not only for the Jew, but also 
for the Gentile, bringing the blessings promised to Abraham (Gal 3:14). He 
brings about Malachi’s hope for the praise of God’s name among the nations 
(1:5, 11, 14; 3:12).23 Indeed, the worship of God “in every place” (Mal 1:11; 
probably in contrast to the one “place” of Deuteronomy 12) is one of the 
motivating ideas behind Paul’s mission (see 1 Cor 1:2; 2 Cor 2:14).24 

As well as the Day of the Lord referring to the first coming of Jesus, the 
NT also uses it to speak of Jesus’s second coming when the purposes of God 
will find their consummated fulfilment. It is a day that will test the quality 
of the work of those who seek to build the temple of God’s church (1 Cor 
3:12-15; cf. Mal 3:2-3). On this Day of the Lord, the lawless one (who stands 
behind evil, or is a personification of evil which the people in Malachi’s day 
complain about in 2:17 and 3:15) will be unmasked and Jesus will destroy 
him with the breath of his mouth (2 Thess 2:8). Jesus’s return will bring 
the final judgment and establish “the new heavens and a new earth, where 
righteousness will dwell” (2 Pet 3:13; cf. Rev 21:1; Mal 4:2). In these ways 
the NT teaches that the Day of the Lord has come and is to come, often 
expressed as the “already and not yet” of the kingdom.

Reading Malachi Today

The post-exilic period bears many similarities to the time in which we 
live, between the two comings of Jesus Christ. Recognizing this provides 
an important framework for applying the message of Malachi today. Like 
Malachi’s first audience, Christians are to look at how God has kept his 
promises in the past and how he is keeping them in the present as a basis 
of hope for the full realization of his promises at Jesus’s return. Christians 
are to fear the Lord, while living faithfully in accordance with his word in 
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order to honor him (Mal 1:6; 3:16). When it comes to living according to 
his word, there are many elements of continuity between Malachi’s time 
and ours, but also some significant elements of discontinuity. BT helps us 
to determine what these are, by placing the teaching of Malachi into the 
larger flow of salvation history. 

Since God has not changed (Mal 3:6), and God’s people are called to reflect 
his character, many ethical proscriptions of the old covenant continue into 
the new covenant, such as those listed in Malachi 3:6: sorcery (Gal 5:20); 
adultery (Heb 13:4); swearing falsely (Eph 4:25); oppressing the widow and 
the fatherless ( Jas 1:27); cheating the wage earner ( Jas 5:4); and denying 
justice to the foreigner (Heb 13:2). Similarly, Malachi’s teaching on marriage 
and divorce in 2:10-16 is to be understood in relation to God’s purposes for 
marriage in creation which span the Bible’s covenants. Genesis reveals God’s 
purposes for marriage include: the birth and nurture of godly children (Gen 
1:28; cf. Mal 2:15); the provision of a different and complementary com-
panion to follow the divine mandate to subdue the earth (Gen 1:28; 2:23); 
and for the expression of natural instincts and affections (Gen 2:25; Exod 
21:11). The first problem that Malachi addresses in relation to marriage is 
that some in the community have married “the daughter of a foreign god” 
(v. 11). This probably means that some in Judah had married outside the 
faith (i.e., women who worship foreign gods). For the nation of Israel, where 
ethnicity was tied to faith, the problem was fundamentally one of allegiance 
to the Lord. Deuteronomy forbids Israelites from intermarrying with people 
from the land “because they will turn your sons away from Me to worship 
other gods” (Deut 7:4, HCSB; cf. 13:6-9). The wider OT narrative shows 
that even in the OT, this requirement was an issue of belief rather than race, 
for there are several instances where foreign women marry Israelites and the 
narrative celebrates this fact because they were women who trusted in the 
Lord (e.g., Tamar, Zipporah, Rahab, Ruth). Similarly, under the new cove-
nant, race is not the issue; rather believers are only to marry other believers 
(1 Cor 7:39; cf. 2 Cor 6:14).25 

The translation of 2:16 in the main text of HCSB, ESV, and NIV2011 is 
to be preferred over other translations that say “God hates divorce.” While 
the Hebrew is difficult, the subject of the verb “hates” more naturally refers 
to the one who divorces, rather than to God, so: “‘If he hates and divorces 
his wife,’ says the Lord God of Israel, ‘he covers his garment with injustice’” 
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(HCSB). Sadly, divorce is a recognition that we live in a fallen world. The 
OT law allowed for divorce, and it provided protection for women where an 
Israelite man had to write a certificate of divorce for his wife, which would 
allow for her to remarry and be provided for (Deut 24:1).26 The only legiti-
mate grounds for divorce in the law were adultery (Deut 24:1), or failing to 
provide food, clothing, and conjugal love (Exod 21:10-11). The situation 
in Malachi’s day was that men were divorcing their wives without legitimate 
grounds and this is considered an unjust or violent act (Mal 2:16). Marriage 
is a covenant relationship, witnessed by God, which requires covenant faith-
fulness by both parties. Jesus reiterates God’s creation purposes when he is 
asked about divorce and states that divorce without adequate grounds (for 
“any grounds”) is adultery (Matt 19:3). Like the Mosaic law, Jesus permits 
divorce when the marriage vows have been violated (Matt 19:9). Because 
marriage is founded in creation, Malachi’s teaching on divorce remains directly 
applicable today—divorcing, simply because one falls out of love, is a treach-
erous and unjust act against one’s spouse. Marriage requires faithfulness.27 

There are also significant differences between Malachi’s day and ours which 
are crucial to recognize, especially when dealing with questions surrounding 
Israel’s worship. The most important difference is that now that the Messiah 
Jesus has come, Christians are no longer bound by the old covenant and many 
of its requirements. For instance, since Jesus fulfilled all that the temple stood 
for, we must not go back to temple worship with its sacrifices and priests. As 
the great high priest, Jesus has offered the once-for-all sacrifice that makes 
the system redundant (Heb 7:27; 9:26-28; 10:11-18). Christian pastors are 
not priests in the sense of offering forgiveness through sacrifice, as is the 
teaching of some theological traditions.28 At the same time, Malachi shows 
that priests were not only responsible for sacrifices, but also for teaching the 
word of God to God’s people (2:7). This teaching function is also democ-
ratized under the new covenant (Rom 15:14; Col 3:16), but pastors/elders 
have a special responsibility to teach God’s word and this function of the 
OT priesthood carries into the pastoral role (1 Tim 4:13; 5:17; 2 Tim 4:2; 
Titus 1:9). Indeed, the apostle Paul saw himself as having a priestly role of 
proclaiming God’s good news, so that the gentiles might be an acceptable 
offering (Rom 15:16). Malachi demonstrates the dire consequences when 
leaders fail in their teaching (e.g., Mal 2:8-9).

A related issue is Malachi’s instruction on tithing, which is often 
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misunderstood today when the weekly collection at church is called “tithes.” 
Since Jesus has fulfilled all that the temple stood for, Christians are no longer 
under the Mosaic law requiring tithing. The tithe (giving a tenth) was a means 
of supporting the priests as they maintained the temple system. Since the 
temple has been superseded by Jesus, it makes sense that there is no com-
mand in the NT for Christians to tithe. In addition, there is no sense in which 
Christians can earn God’s blessings by giving money to the church or anyone 
else—we already have been blessed with every spiritual blessing in Christ 
(Eph 1:3). Craig Blomberg makes an important observation in this regard:

The New Testament carried forward the major principles of the Old Testament 

and intertestamental Judaism [concerning material possessions] with one con-

spicuous omission: never was material wealth promised as a guaranteed reward 

for either spiritual obedience or hard work.29

However, the principle of supporting those specially set apart to teach God’s 
word certainly continues into the NT. This is seen when Paul reminds the 
Corinthian church about the command of the Lord Jesus “that those who 
preach the gospel should earn their living by the gospel” (1 Cor 9:14; cf. 1 
Tim 5:18). In addition, Paul commends those who have financially supported 
him in his missionary work, even referring to their money gift as an “offering” 
(Phil 4:15-18; cf. 2 Cor 11:8-9). The NT does not specify a percentage to 
give, and a couple of passages propose giving in proportion to income (1 
Cor 16:2; 2 Cor 8:13-15). This suggests that different life circumstances will 
allow Christians to give greater or lesser amounts. If a tenth was the measure 
of generosity under the old covenant, this proportion might be considered 
the beginning of the measure of generosity under the new covenant. Indeed, 
Christians should not feel restricted to a tenth and for many it will be possible 
to give much more than this to the work of the Lord. The OT principles of 
contentment (Prov 30:8) and generosity towards others in view of God’s 
grace (Deut 15:7) continue under the new covenant (1 Tim 6:6-8, 18) and 
fruitful application of Malachi’s teaching about tithing can be found here.30 

These are just a few illustrations of the way that Malachi is to be read in its 
BT context, in light of the coming of Christ and his fulfilment of the national 
covenant with Israel. This approach helps us to appreciate Malachi not only 
in its first context, but also how the book continues to speak into our own 
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contexts, teaching us about God and his ways, and what it means for us to 
honor him in all of our lives.
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