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God’s Messengers Mean Business!

1. One removes roadblocks

2. One purifies impurities

The husband stands in front of the living room wall with goggles on, feet set shoulder-width apart and holds a sledgehammer.  He looks at his wife across the room.  “You sure you want to open up the kitchen to the living room?” The husband asks.  “’Cause when I swing this thing, there’s no going back…”  The wife nods and turns her head away, wincing.    
You sit at home trying to install a new program on your computer.  All of a sudden, a dialogue box comes up saying, “This will completely erase your old program and any attached files.  Are you sure that you wish to continue?”  

The cancer patient sits in the doctors office and reads through a long list of side effects of the treatment.  When they are finished the doctor says, “This is serious stuff and it will not be fun.  Are you sure that you want to go through this?”

Do you see the pattern in those examples?  There is something very powerful that is about to be unleashed—a sledgehammer, a program, a treatment.  The effects will be severe.  Are you sure you want to do this?  It is a wise thing to pause before doing something that is going to be drastic.  

When you read through the Old Testament book of Malachi you get that same kind of feeling.  The people of God are frustrated because things are not going well for them and they start to accuse God, asking him why he is so nice to other nations and not nice to them.  They ask God to show himself, to be the God of Justice that they know.  And so God in our text in effect says, “Are you sure you want me to do that?  Because if you want me to show myself and treat you with justice, then I will.  But I’m not guaranteeing that you’re going to like everything that this request entails.”  
God sends the people a prophet, Malachi, to give Israel this warning.  The name Malachi means “my messenger.”  And there are several messengers featured in this prophecy.  In our text, God promises the people of Israel that he will send not one, but two messengers.  And his messengers mean business!  The first messenger sent by God would prepare the way before him.  1“See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me. 
The picture there reminds me of a bulldozer.  Imagine a road filled with large chunks of debris—pieces of concrete and randomly parked cars and boulders.  It is impassable.  But get behind the wheel of a bulldozer and you can literally plow straight through.  What ever you run into in the road is deflected and turned out of your path along the plows edge.  
There were a lot of roadblocks in the way of the Israelites.  It started from the top down.  God had called the priests from the house of Levi his messengers.  But they had been terrible messengers.  Instead of being leaders and examples to God’s people they had become just like the rest of Israel, callous to sin.  These men had proudly married women who believed in false gods.  They had divorced the wives that they had as if it were no big deal.  They had made the temple sacrifice into a joke by offering up blemished and deformed lambs for sacrifice instead of the pure lambs that God had demanded.  

And then they had the audacity to complain that God was treating them unfairly.  God promises he will send a messenger who means business.  He will be a bulldozer to remove the roadblocks of callousness that stood in the way of God’s people.  
God sent John the Baptist.  His message was harsh.  He pointed out people’s roadblocks, especially the leaders.  His message was straight and to the point: “Repent!”  Repentance is turning away from sin.  Just as a bulldozer turns away obstacles, repentance turns hearts away from the rut of sin.
The message of Law—a recognition of sin and call to repentance is still here today and it still means business.  We become comfortable with sin.  We lower God’s expectations of ourselves.  We sink to the standards of this world.  We can’t be bothered by hassling ourselves and inconveniencing our lives by listening to and obeying God’s will.  And when we get ourselves into trouble, we wonder why God isn’t fair.  And so God still sends his messenger, the Law.  He sends us his bulldozer.  The Law is not easy.  It’s painful to look at how ugly we are.  The news that we’re not very good people grates on our ears.  But we need to hear God’s messenger.  We need to hear John.  We need to hear Law.

But there is another messenger in this text.  It is God himself. Then suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple; the messenger of the covenant, whom you desire, will come,” says the LORD Almighty
After the first messenger would come the second.  And our text clearly states that it is the Lord who will come to his temple.  We know what messenger followed John the Baptist.  We know that Jesus, his cousin six months the younger, was the Lord come down to earth.  We know that this God-man came to his temple.  At 40 days old he came to the temple to be redeemed by his parents as the Law demanded.  At 12 years old he sat in the temple and amazed the teachers and experts of the Law with his understanding.  As an adult he kicked out those who made a mockery out of sacrificial system.  In his final week of life, the Lord was in his temple, taking on the religious leaders who denied that he was the Lord, God’s messenger promised through Malachi.  
Was that what God meant when he said through Malachi 2But who can endure the day of his coming? Who can stand when he appears? For he will be like a refiner's fire or a launderer's soap. 3He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver; he will purify the Levites and refine them like gold and silver. Those two images used here are both ways of saying that this messenger, Jesus, would purify the impure.  Both images use brutal tactics to make something clean.  The launderer’s soap is lye—a substance that causes a burning like acid.  It was applied to clothing by rubbing in on a rock or in a stream.  The friction of the rubbing and the chemical burn of the lye would clean clothes, but it was a nasty way to go about it.  And a refiners fire is heated to the point where metal melts.  Gold melts at  4820 F (about 42 times hotter than the hottest Sacramento day).  Another material like lead is placed in the furnace to attract all the impurities and drag them out of the gold or silver.  So purification comes from intense friction, burning and heat.  Was the intense friction of the conflict between Jesus and the Jewish leaders in the temple the fulfillment of Malachi’s prophecy?

 Oh to be sure, Jesus spent his whole life in conflict with priests and experts of the law and Jewish officials who had made a mockery out of the true worship of God.  But the fact that they couldn’t stand him and were in conflict with him didn’t make them pure.  

Malachi calls Jesus the “messenger of the covenant.”  God had made a covenant with his people.  They would obey everything that he had commanded them and he would be their God.  But the Israelites had not kept their side of the deal.  They had not obeyed everything.  But this messenger would be the covenant messenger.  He would keep the commands of his Father perfectly.  He would be our substitute in the covenant.  Jesus was pure and clean for us.  
And on the cross Jesus would take all of the impurities out of us and onto himself.  As lead draws all impurities out of precious metal and onto itself, so Jesus would draw our sins onto himself.  He would feel the intense pain not only of crucifixion, but the very pain of separation from God—the pain of Hell.  When that process was over, we were left pure.  He paid for the sins of the Levites at the time of Malachi.  He paid for the sins of the chief priests and teachers of the Law at his time.  He paid for this pastor’s sins and the sins of all of you sitting out there today.  

He has made us righteous—holy and pure.  In this life we will feel the friction and the heat caused by the fight between the pure Christian living inside us and the impure heathen who refuses to admit defeat.  And so this life becomes a refining process as well.  We feel the burn when we deny ourselves and follow Christ.  We feel the friction of lye on cloth when we live lives that are different than the world around us.  And yet we remember that Christ has purified us—that he paid the ultimate punishment.  And any cross that we may have to endure on this earth is not nearly as bad as the cross he endured to remove our sins from us—to make the impure pure.  

Now that sins have been removed, now we can bring forth fruits of faith.  As Malachi writes: Then the LORD will have men who will bring offerings in righteousness, 4and the offerings of Judah and Jerusalem will be acceptable to the LORD, as in days gone by, as in former years.  It is only through faith in Christ Jesus that any of our offerings can be accepted by God.  Only those with a pure heart can offer sacrifices that God accepts.  Christ was the only human being whose sacrifice was acceptable to God.  But since we have been connected to him by faith, our offerings are now acceptable as well.  Just like in the days of old—all the way back to Cain and Abel.  Abel’s sacrifice was pleasing to God and Cain’s was not?  Why?  The writer to the Hebrews tells us that it was because Abel’s was offered in faith.  It was offered by a man who trusted in his Savior to come, whose sins were removed by the offspring of the woman.  
But there is even more to the fulfillment of the prophecy that this.  You see, Malachi is seeing not only Christ’s first coming, but his second.  2But who can endure the day of his coming? Who can stand when he appears? For he will be like a refiner's fire or a launderer's soap. 3He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver; he will purify the Levites and refine them like gold and silver.  
There will be a day when Christ returns and no one will be able to stand.  Every knee will bow.  And everything will be destroyed in fire hotter than a smelter’s furnace.  On that day, every evil thing will be forever removed.  There will be no more such thing as impurity.  There will be no more lure of sin.  We will live forever with Christ in perfection.  We will worship and serve him in perfection.  

We wait eagerly for that day.  But in the mean time, we have God’s messengers.  And they still mean business today.  The reason that the husband swings the sledgehammer, the reason that the programmer tells the computer, “Go ahead,” the reason that the cancer patient undergoes terrible treatments is all for the same reason.  The results are worth it in the end.  

Removing roadblocks and going through the agony of purification are not fun. Being a Christian in this world is not fun.  Law and Gospel are serious business.  But they are worth it.  In the end we end up pure.  In the end our offerings are acceptable.  In the end we live forever.  So while we wait for the happy ending, use the messengers that God has sent.  Use them by opening God’s Word every day.  Start with Malachi this week.  Hear God calling you to repentance through Malachi, through John the Baptist.  Face your sins and turn from them.  Then hear from God about that messenger who purified you.  Let his pure love burn brightly inside of you this week.  May the Gospel produce fruit in your life.  And may your life be an offering that is delightful to God.  
AMEN
