
DISCOVERY
PAPERS

Two weeks ago, we started talking about dogs. We found 
out who are the dog owners in our congregation. Last week 
we talked about cats. All you cat-lovers out there fessed up. 
What’s interesting about dogs and cats is that it is one of 
those categories that tend to divide people. You are usually 
either a dog person or a cat person.

Last week someone reminded me of the diff erence 
between dogs and cats. A dog says, “You feed me, you 
take care of me, you give me a place to stay. You must be 
God.” A cat says, “You feed me, you take care of me, you 
give me a place to stay. I must be God.” If you like that 
joke, you’re probably a dog person.

We like to divide people into groups; dog-lovers, cat-
lovers; morning people, night people. Someone once said 
there are two kinds of people in the world: those who fi nish 
what they start and ...

As we fi nish our Advent series in Malachi today, we’re 
going to see two diff erent kinds of people. We’ll be forced 
to ask which one are we.

We’ve seen over the past several weeks that Malachi is a 
book about arguments. It records six arguments between 
God and his people. God has been challenging his people 
so that we can know him better. But at the same time, 
we’ve been noticing these hints and references to a day that 
is coming when something diff erent will happen. We’ve 
realized that Malachi points us forward to that day when 
Christ comes to help God’s people know him in a new 
and powerful way. So we’ve been trying to think about 
preparing for Christmas along those lines. Realizing that 
what we celebrate in Christmas is God’s response to all 
the issues that he complains about in Malachi.

Now as we get to the end of Malachi, we’re past all the 
arguments and God is ready to say his fi nal words of the 
Old Testament to his people. What we get in those fi nal 
words is a fuller description of what has been hinted at 
throughout Malachi: the promise that God is coming. We 
worship a God who is coming. 

If that sounds a bit ominous, then that’s ok. What we’ll 
see in Malachi is that this promise isn’t good news to 
everyone. Th is morning we’re going to see a diff erent side 
of Christmas. We like to think of Christmas as a happy, 
exciting time of year. Isn’t it cute and sweet that God came 

to earth as a baby? But as we close out the book of Malachi, 
we’re going to fi nd out that Christmas is a dangerous 
holiday. To say that God is coming is a powerful thing to 
say. It immediately raises the question: what will he do 
when he gets here?

Th at’s what we’ll be looking at this morning. We’ll see a 
God who is coming to us and we’ll try to fi gure out what 
that means to us. We’ll talk about how we respond to God. 
We’ll talk about how God responds to us. And fi nally we’ll 
talk about what we are supposed to do as we wait for God 
to arrive. What are God’s fi nal instructions to his people?

Th e wicked and the righteous

We’ll start by reading the end of Malachi 3. Remember 
where we came from in Malachi; we’ve just witnessed six 
knock-down-drag-out arguments between God and his 
people. Th e last argument ended with God being silent. 
His people complained about how it didn’t seem worth 
it to follow him and you could almost hear him just let 
out a quiet sigh. Th e fi ght was over. Now we see how 
God’s people respond to these arguments. Th ere are two 
diff erent responses.

Malachi 3:16-18:

16Th en 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 honored his name. 

17“They will be mine,” says the LORD 
Almighty, “in the day when I make up my 
treasured possession. I will spare them, just as 
in compassion a man spares his son who serves 
him. 18And you will again see the distinction 
between the righteous and the wicked, between 
those who serve God and those who do not.

After all these arguments between God and his people, 
there is a group of people who decide to come together and 
respond to God. “Th ose who feared the Lord” got together 
and did something. Th ey realized that God loves them. 
Th ey realized that he was drawing them to himself. Th ey 
realized that he was helping them break their addiction 
to themselves. So they got together to fi gure out what to 
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do. Th ey talked with each other and God listened. He 
heard them.

Rachel and I are actually celebrating our twelve year 
wedding anniversary today. So it’s an exciting day for us. 
Our marriage is an incredible gift to me. I would not be 
half the person that I am without her. We’ve been through 
some rough times in our relationship, but God has brought 
us to an incredible place now.

One of the areas that I’ve grown a bit is how to respond 
when Rachel confronts me with some diffi  cult truth about 
who I am or the way I’m responding to a situation. My 
natural tendency is to get defensive. My gut instinct is 
always to protect myself. Words are my weapon of choice 
and I can use them well when I feel attacked.

But I’ve started to learn how to listen to my wife when 
she confronts me with stuff  like this. I’ve started to be able 
to hear her and see some stuff  about myself that I normally 
spend a lot of energy either concealing or ignoring. I have 
a long ways to go and just recently I’ve been learning about 
how to do that in other relationships as well. I think I have 
even further to go in other relationships, but God is patient 
with me. He is teaching me how to listen rather than get 
defensive. Th at’s a really hard thing to learn. 

Th at’s what we see here. Some of God’s people actually 
listen to him after this confl ict. Notice that it’s only some. 
It’s not all of them. Th e text is careful to point out that 
this is a sub-group of people. Th ey are described as “those 
who feared the Lord.” Th ey respond to God and the way 
they do so is by writing out a scroll. Th ey record a “scroll 
of remembrance” in God’s presence. We don’t exactly 
know what this is. We don’t hear of anything exactly like 
this elsewhere in the Old Testament, but the concept of 
remembering signifi cant events in relationship with God is 
all over the Old Testament. Th ere are songs of remembrance 
(Leviticus 23:24), stones of remembrance (Exodus 39:7), 
plaques of remembrance (Numbers 16:40), and off erings 
of remembrance (Numbers 5:15). It was common to fi nd 
a way to remember when God did something signifi cant 
and you needed to keep that in mind. 

So the fi rst question that this text asks of us is how 
will you respond to God? How will you respond to his 
challenges in Malachi? Will you listen? Will you consider 
what God might be asking of you? Or will you get 
defensive? Or think “boy that’s a great sermon, I wish my 
children were here to hear it.” How is God asking you to 
respond? How will you respond to God? 

We start out in this passage hearing about the group of 
people that respond well to God. But what happens next 
is that the prophet points out there are two groups of 

people. Th ere are those who respond well to God and there 
are those who don’t. We see a distinction made between 
the righteous and the wicked. Between those who fear 
God and those who don’t. God says that he will make a 
distinction between them. 

If most people like to break down the world into two 
groups of people, the Old Testament prophets make an 
art of it. Th e prophets describe a world that is black or 
white. Th ere isn’t anything in-between for them. Th ere is 
no category for people with good intentions who mean 
well but can’t ever fi gure out a way to live that way. Th ere 
is no nuance in the world of the prophets. Th ere are no 
shades of grey. Th ere is only the righteous and the wicked.

Sometimes we like to think this way too. Th ere are cat-
lovers and there are dog-lovers. We know the world isn’t 
quite that simple, but it’s helpful at times to think in black 
and white. Th at’s what the prophets do. We talk about cat 
people and dog people. Th ey talk about the wicked and 
the righteous. I’ll let you decide how to map those two 
categories to each other. 

It’s a funny thing to split the world up like that. On 
one level, it makes us uncomfortable because everyone 
has a story and it’s never that simple. But another part 
of us longs for that simplicity. We want a God who can 
tell us who is righteous and who is wicked. Our world is 
full of nuance. Full of explanations, rationalizations, and 
extenuating circumstances. Who is really in the right? 
Who is in the wrong? Some people have the right words 
but you wonder if they mean them. Others lived messed 
up lives but seem to have good hearts beneath it all. We 
want a God who can sort everything out. 

I think this is one of the reasons people love the show 
American Idol, and in particular, people really love one of 
the judges who isn’t around anymore, Simon Cowell. He’s 
the one that often has really mean things to say. Why does 
everyone love the guy who says mean things? Because they 
are often true and no one else wants to say it. We want 
someone who is willing to say, “you’re a terrible singer” 
and “you’ve got potential.” We want someone to make a 
distinction. 

Th at’s what God does here; two groups; the righteous 
and the wicked. Th ere are those who fear God and those 
who don’t and whenever a sharp distinction like this is 
made, the question that is put before you is obvious: which 
one are you? As soon as I say that there are dog-lovers and 
there are cat-lovers, in your head you fi gure out which one 
are you? As soon as Malachi says there are the righteous 
and there are the wicked, the implied question is “where 
do you fi t in?” 
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Are you someone who responds to God? Do you get 
defensive when he challenges you? How about if that 
challenge comes through your spouse? Or your parent? 
Or your child? Which category do you fi t in? For the 
prophets, there is no “Option C.” You are forced to choose. 
Where are you?

Th e Day of His Coming

So God has described this distinction that he makes 
between the righteous and the wicked in the fi rst section. 
He has mentioned something about a day and now he 
goes into more detail about that day.

Malachi 4:1-3:

1“Surely the day is coming; it will burn like 
a furnace. All the arrogant and every evildoer 
will be stubble, and that day that is coming will 
set them on fi re,” says the LORD Almighty. 
“Not a root or a branch will be left to them. 
2But for you who revere my name, the sun of 
righteousness will rise with healing in its wings. 
And you will go out and leap like calves released 
from the stall. 3Th en you will trample down the 
wicked; they will be ashes under the soles of 
your feet on the day when I do these things,” 
says the LORD Almighty.

Th e fi rst part of the passage had to do with how people 
responded to God. Now in this second part of the passage, 
the question is not how will people respond to God, but 
how will God respond to people. Today we are talking 
about a God who is coming. What will happen when he 
comes? Specifi cally, what will happen to each group of 
people?

Th e passage describes three diff erent outcomes here. 
Judgment, healing, and victory. Th ese are three things that 
will happen when God arrives. It lines up clearly with our 
two categories. Th e wicked will be judged. Images of fi re 
and destruction are used: “every evildoer will be stubble.” 
Th e righteous, on the other hand, will be healed. Th ey 
will be leaping like calves released from the stall. Because 
I’m a product of modern American suburbia, I’ve never 
seen calves leap from their stalls, but I’m sure they do it 
with enthusiasm and joy. So that’s what happens to our 
two groups. Th e wicked will be judged. Th e righteous 
will be healed. 

Th e third statement has to do with the relationship 
between the wicked and the righteous. Most likely, the 
wicked people are wicked because they’ve oppressed 
the righteous. Th at’s usually how it works in the Old 

Testament. So God says that the righteous, in addition to 
being healed by God, will have victory over the wicked. 
Th ey will trample down the wicked. Whatever wrongs they 
have suff ered at the hands of the wicked during this life 
will be reversed. Th ey will win and they will have victory.

So when God comes, three things happen. Judgment. 
Healing. Victory. Can you see why I’m saying that 
Christmas is a dangerous holiday? We like to celebrate 
the fact that God came down to earth, but it isn’t all good 
news. Th e God who is coming will bring very diff erent 
things to diff erent people.

Let’s put this in terms we can understand. Imagine a 
family with a mom, a dad, and two kids: one boy and one 
girl. One afternoon the children are playing soccer in the 
backyard. Suddenly the son runs into the kitchen, tells his 
mom something and she responds, “Just wait until your 
father gets home.” Without the context, that could mean 
a lot of diff erent things. What does she mean by that?

Maybe the soccer ball just went through the bedroom 
window. His mom says, “Just wait until your father gets 
home.” Th at’s not a good waiting. When dad gets home, 
it’s not going to go well for that child. Dad will bring 
judgment. 

But maybe her son twisted his ankle. His father is a 
pediatrician. When he gets home, he’ll wrap that ankle 
so that it doesn’t hurt as bad. So his mom says, “Just wait 
until your father gets home.” Th at’s a very diff erent kind 
of waiting. Th at kid can hardly wait for his father to arrive. 
He has been hurt by the world. His dad will bring healing. 

Or maybe the son is fi ghting with his sister. He says that 
she tripped him on purpose. She says that he kicked her 
instead of the ball. So the mom says, “Just wait until your 
father gets home.” She isn’t going to deal out justice just 
yet. Th e situation will be talked about with their father 
and he’ll make a decision. Who’s in the right? Who’s in 
the wrong? Dad will give one child victory over the other. 

For God’s people in Malachi, the coming of their God 
to earth is a complicated thing. How will he respond to 
them? Will he bring judgment? Will he bring healing? 
Will he bring victory? 

In Advent, we celebrate the arrival of Jesus 2000 years 
ago. We also look forward to his return. But that’s a 
dangerous thing to look forward to. What does it mean 
for us? “Wait until your father gets home.” How will God 
respond to us when he gets here? Th e fi rst question that 
our text asks of us is how will we respond to God? Th e 
second question is how will God respond to us? 
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Th e image that is used in our passage is one of fi re. Fire 
consumes the arrogant and the evildoer; it destroys so 
much that not even a branch will be left. Fire destroys the 
wicked completely. But the passage also speaks of a huge 
ball of fi re—what we call the sun—that doesn’t destroy, 
but heals. Fire heals the righteous. Finally, the passage 
concludes with the wicked being ashes under the feet of 
the righteous. Fire has destroyed one, but healed and given 
victory to another. 

I’ve always loved fi re. I was a boy scout as a child and 
one of the best parts of about being a boy scout was that 
you got to go out in the woods and burn stuff . I’m pretty 
convinced that my boy scout troop was mostly a cover 
for organized pyromania. Th ere is something incredible 
about fi re. 

Our passage describes one event that results in judgment 
and healing. Th at event is Christmas: the coming of Christ. 
Judgment and healing meet when God becomes fl esh and 
this is the great mystery of what we believe. One act that 
accomplished judgment and healing; Christmas is the fi re. 

But the fi re worked diff erently than we might have 
expected. Christ did bring judgment. Th is prophecy from 
Malachi has been fulfi lled, at least in part. But the surprise 
of the whole thing is that he brought judgment upon 
himself. He was the object of judgment not the judge. 

Jesus describes this in the gospel of John. Listen to John 
3:17-18: “For God did not send his Son into the world to 
condemn the world, but to save the world through him.  
Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever 
does not believe stands condemned already because he 
has not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son.”

Jesus ends up not condemning the world, but being 
condemned for the sake of the world; one act: his death on 
the cross. Isaiah 53:5 says, “Th e punishment that brought 
us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.” 
An act of judgment and an act of healing.

Christmas is a dangerous holiday because Christ comes 
to earth so that he may die. It’s a bit odd that we celebrate 
Jesus’ arrival to earth when we know how it all works out 
for him. We celebrate his arrival, even though we know 
that it ends in his death. We celebrate the cute baby, lying 
in a feeding trough while chickens and goats wander 
around. Do we just ignore the fact that this baby ends up a 
bloody young peasant, beaten beyond recognition hanging 
from a cross while the vultures circle the sky?

No, we don’t ignore it because we know how the story 
ends. Th e death of Christ which brings judgment and 
healing isn’t the end. Th e story ends with his resurrection 

and with victory. What starts as judgment brings healing 
and eventually leads to victory. Malachi says that the 
righteous will trample down the wicked underneath. Jesus 
fulfi lls the prophecy of Isaiah when he is crushed for our 
iniquities. And then we realize that his resurrection is a 
statement of his victory over Satan. At the end of the book 
of Romans, the apostle Paul promises “Th e God of peace 
will soon crush Satan under your feet. Th e grace of our 
Lord Jesus be with you” (Romans 16:20). 

So we realize that the real enemy is not the Amorites or 
the Hittites or the Edomites or even the evildoers. Th e real 
enemy is Satan and he is crushed under the heel of Jesus just 
as it was foretold in the book of Genesis. Victory has been 
accomplished. Your father has come home and instead of 
choosing between you and your sister, he has destroyed the 
rivalry that gets in the way of your relationship. It’s not the 
winning of one people group over another people group. 
It’s the victory over the forces of evil that so permeate our 
world that we can’t even tell who is evil and who is good.

Th e result is that Malachi’s prophecy is fulfi lled, but not 
in the way we might have expected. I thought that my 
enemy would be judged, I would be healed, and I would 
walk away a winner. Instead, my savior brought judgment 
on himself, I was deemed unworthy, but was shown mercy. 
Evil itself was crushed by the Messiah. Wow. Christmas is 
a dangerous holiday indeed.

How will God respond to us? He will forgive us. We 
will not be destroyed even though we are wicked. We will 
be healed even though we are not righteous. As Paul says 
in 1 Corinthians 15:57, “He gives us the victory through 
our Lord Jesus Christ.” We have victory over sin, death, 
evil, and the prince of this dark world himself. Th at’s what 
happens when our God arrives. 

Final Instructions

We started out by asking the question of how we will 
respond to God. Will we be in the category of those who 
fear his name or those who do not? Th en we asked the 
question of how God, who is coming, will respond to 
us when he arrives. Will he bring judgment, reward, or 
victory? We saw that he brings them all through Jesus and 
our faith allows us to participate in that.

Th e last part of Malachi contains some fi nal instructions. 
It is a powerful thing to think about what God will do 
when he arrives here. But the reality is that when you walk 
out those doors in a few minutes, things might feel a bit 
diff erent. God may not seem quite as present as he does 
now. We know that God is coming, but we live in a world 
that makes that seem really far away. We live in a world 
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where God often seems silent. 

Th at’s what was facing the people of Jerusalem, to whom 
this book was written. Th ey didn’t know it, but God 
wouldn’t speak directly through his prophets again for four 
hundred years. Four hundred years of God’s silence. It’s 
great to remember that our God is coming, but what do 
we do until he gets here? How do we wait through silence? 
Th at is what Malachi leaves with us.

Malachi 4:4-6:

4“Remember the law of my servant Moses, 
the decrees and laws I gave him at Horeb for 
all Israel. 

5“See, I will send you the prophet Elijah 
before that great and dreadful day of the LORD 
comes. 6He will turn the hearts of the fathers to 
their children, and the hearts of the children to 
their fathers; or else I will come and strike the 
land with a curse.”

In the last parting instructions, God mentions two 
people. Moses and Elijah. Th ese are the MVP’s of the Old 
Testament. If you’re going to talk about two people before 
going silent for four hundred years, these are defi nitely 
the two people you’ll mention: Moses and Elijah. Th ey 
are the ones that show up at the transfi guration of Jesus. 
Many people believe these are the two witnesses referred 
to in the book of Revelation. Moses and Elijah summarize 
everything up for us.

God’s people are told to remember the law of Moses. 
Moses is the teacher extraordinaire of the Old Testament. 
He brought God’s Word to his people just as they were 
trying to fi gure out who they were. Moses taught them how 
to act, how to worship, how to love, how to do business, 
and how to be a family. He taught them everything. So if 
there is one last thing to say it is to remember the law of 
Moses. Do what the teacher taught you to do.

Th is is why you’re here this morning. It’s why we gather 
in worship every Sunday. It’s why we think that the words 
of this book are important. Th is is why we call ourselves 
a Bible church. It’s why we spend so much of our time 
and energy trying to fi gure out these words because our 
God is not silent. He continues to speak to us through 
this book. Th is is what we do as we wait for him to arrive. 
We remember his words.

Remembering is one of the main activities of God’s 
people until he comes. Why do we spend so much time 
remembering? It’s because we spend even more time 
forgetting.

Th ere are times when Rachel will leave the house on 
errands and she’ll ask me to complete something before 
she returns. “I’m headed to the store. Can you give the 
kids a snack while I’m gone.” Something like that. Every 
now and then, when she is giving me those instructions, 
I’m not paying complete attention. Often I’m focused on 
something else and I tell her, “OK, I’ve got it” but I haven’t 
really absorbed the information that she’s given me. So 
then, sometime later, I’ll remember that I’m supposed to 
do something, but I can’t exactly remember what it is that 
I’m supposed to do. Calling her would make me a failure, 
so I’ll just stand there and try to recreate the scene in my 
head. “What was I supposed to do?”

God’s people don’t have to try to remember what he 
wants them to do because he wrote it down for them. 
Remember the law of Moses. Th at’s all. Just do what I 
told you to do. It’s not really that complicated. God is 
about to sign off  and not say anything to his people for 
four hundred years. So it’s appropriate that one of the last 
things he said was that they should remember what he told 
them to do. Th at’s their job.

But Moses isn’t the only one mentioned here. Th e 
book ends by talking about Elijah. If Moses is the teacher 
extraordinaire then Elijah is the prophet extraordinaire. 
He tested the priests of Baal. He raised the widow’s son 
from the dead: the fi rst resurrection in the Bible. He hears 
the voice of God in the still small voice and fi nally, he is 
carried off  to heaven instead of dying like most normal 
people. Prophets challenge people. Th ey prepare. Th ey 
turn you back when you need correction. Th at’s what 
Malachi has done with this whole book, but it’s what 
Elijah was famous for doing.

So you need to remember the law of Moses, but you 
also need to know that Elijah will come to help you 
prepare. You won’t be caught totally unprepared. You will 
be prepared for the arrival of this God who is coming. 
His preparation will be a call to repentance. A call back 
to God. Some will hear and be reconciled to each other 
and ultimately to God. Some will not hear and their land 
will be cursed.

Th is is good news for us. Because even though God wrote 
everything down, we still have a hard time remembering. 
We all have a tendency to forget. I need to hear that God 
will prepare me. He will be at work, helping me to be 
ready for his arrival. It’s not all up to me. Th at’s what we’ve 
seen throughout Malachi. It’s a tough book—we’ve been 
challenged with a lot, but at the heart of it, we’ve seen a 
God who reaches out in love for his people. He tells us 
that he loves us and he goes to great lengths to help us 
enter into that love. He pulls us in and he helps us break 
our addiction to ourselves. 
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God will prepare us for his arrival. Th is book is part of 
that preparation. Th is morning is part of that preparation. 
All of this helps us as we wait for the return of Christ. 
We see in this passage the promise that God will help 
to prepare his people. He will send Elijah and he will 
continue to work in our lives. Th e Holy Spirit is given 
to us, partially to help us remember and to help us be 
prepared for his arrival.

Some people allowed Elijah to prepare them, but not 
everyone did. Th e hearts of some fathers were turned to 
their children, but not everyone. Some people didn’t allow 
themselves to be prepared and their land was struck with a 
curse. God will prepare you and he will bring people into 
your life. He will remind you of his words and he will act 
for you. Will you allow yourself to be prepared? Will you 
pay attention? Will you follow the trail he puts before you?

Remember his commands. Prepare for his coming. 
Th at’s it. Our challenge is not to get so caught up preparing 
for the coming of Christmas that we forget to prepare for 
the coming of Christ. What are you doing to prepare for 
God’s arrival? We started out by hearing about a people 
who gathered together and wrote a scroll of remembrance. 
Th ey did something to respond to God. Th ey prepared by 
remembering. Th ey remembered in a very concrete way. 

So I wanted to give us an opportunity to remember; to 
respond; to prepare for his arrival. A question of, “What 
can you do to prepare for God’s arrival?” Th at’s the season 
we are in. One week until Christmas. What can you do 
to prepare for God’s arrival? Maybe it’s something you 
need to remember. Maybe it’s some way that you need to 
respond to God. Maybe it’s some way that God has been 
trying to prepare you and you haven’t been listening. Take 
some time now and refl ect on what you can do to prepare 
for God’s arrival. 

Conclusion

Th at brings us to the end of Malachi. Th is has been a 
powerful book for me to study at this time of year. A bold 
reminder of who God is and what it means to trust him. 
It’s a challenging, in-your-face book, but not because God 
wants to tear us apart. It’s exactly the opposite. God wants 
more. He wants a relationship. 

Malachi showed us six arguments between God and his 
people. You don’t fi ght with someone you don’t care about. 
If you don’t care, you walk away. Th e fact that God and 

his people are fi ghting is a sign that both of them want 
something more. So God starts out by assuring his people 
that he loves them. Th at’s the basis. Th en he challenges 
all the things that keep us from receiving that love. Our 
false religiosity: pushing God away instead of relating to 
him authentically. Lifestyle choices that we make which 
fl y in the face of what God wants. Our complaint that 
bad people get away with it. Our inability to trust God 
with our money. And fi nally our insistence that we’re not 
getting what we deserve out of this whole life of faith. 

Th roughout each argument, God shows that he can be 
trusted. We can receive him and in the end we hear about 
him coming to us. Th at day will bring judgment, healing, 
and victory all wrapped up in one package. In the midst 
of God’s silence that follows we are left with two simple 
commands. Remember his word. Prepare for his coming. 
Remember and prepare. 

Th at’s my prayer for us as Christmas arrives in a week. 
Th at in the midst of everything else going on, we may not 
forget, but remember and while we prepare for family, 
activities, presents, and celebrations, we recognize that 
ultimately our highest calling is to be prepared for his 
arrival. We worship a God who is coming. Until he gets 
here, remember his words and allow him to prepare you. 
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