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3See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom 
you seek will suddenly come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant in whom you 
delight—indeed, he is coming, says the LORD of hosts. 2But who can endure the day of 
his coming, and who can stand when he appears? 

For he is like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap; 3he will sit as a refiner and purifier of 
silver, and he will purify the descendants of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, 
until they present offerings to the LORD in righteousness. 4Then the offering of Judah and 
Jerusalem will be pleasing to the LORD as in the days of old and as in former years. 

5 Then I will draw near to you for judgement; I will be swift to bear witness against the 
sorcerers, against the adulterers, against those who swear falsely, against those who 
oppress the hired workers in their wages, the widow, and the orphan, against those who 
thrust aside the alien, and do not fear me, says the LORD of hosts. 

6 For I the LORD do not change; therefore you, O children of Jacob, have not perished. 
7Ever since the days of your ancestors you have turned aside from my statutes and have 
not kept them. Return to me, and I will return to you, says the LORD of hosts. But you 
say, ‘How shall we return?’ 

8 Will anyone rob God? Yet you are robbing me! But you say, ‘How are we robbing you?’ 
In your tithes and offerings! 9You are cursed with a curse, for you are robbing me—the 
whole nation of you! 10Bring the full tithe into the storehouse, so that there may be food 
in my house, and thus put me to the test, says the LORD of hosts; see if I will not open 
the windows of heaven for you and pour down for you an overflowing blessing. 11I will 
rebuke the locust for you, so that it will not destroy the produce of your soil; and your 
vine in the field shall not be barren, says the LORD of hosts. 12Then all nations will count 
you happy, for you will be a land of delight, says the LORD of hosts. 

4…5 Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and terrible day of the LORD 

comes. 6He will turn the hearts of parents to their children and the hearts of children to 
their parents, so that I will not come and strike the land with a curse. 

 

 
Help me fill in the blanks of these famous movie quotes: 

You want the truth?  You can’t handle the truth! (A Few Good Men) 
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Toto – I’ve got a feeling we’re not in Kansas anymore. (Wizard of Oz) 

Go ahead – make my day. (Sudden Impact) 

If you build it, they will come. (Field of Dreams) 

Here’s looking at you kid. (Casablanca) 

Every time a bell rings, an angel gets his wings. (It’s a Wonderful Life) 

 

In the course of movie history, these are widely considered to be in the top 50 of 

memorable movie lines. But all of us also know there are mundane movie lines that also 

become memorable. And, in the last 20 years, perhaps the actor most associated with 

making the mundane memorable is Will Ferrell. He’s the master of making a silly “throw-

away” line repeatable. 

Some of these Will Ferrell lines make their appearance around the church office from 

time to time. Whenever we move something or clean something up, someone is bound to 

say that we’ve now “got so much room for activities” – a classic line from the movie Step 

Brothers. Whenever I do something for Josh, he’s quick to reply, “Did we just become best 

friends?” – another line from Step Brothers. And when someone teasingly stretches the 

truth, chances are, someone will tease right back: “You sit on a throne of lies!” – Buddy 

the Elf’s response to the fake Santa in the movie Elf. 

But one line that has become repeatable - that is the epitome of mundane - is from Old 

School. If you have seen this movie, you know that Will Ferrell’s character is cornered at a 

college party one Friday night and asked to “join in the fun.” Ferrell’s character explains 

that he can’t drink because he has a big day the next day. When pressed about what he 

would be doing on this big day, Ferrell’s character responded:  

“Well, um, actually a pretty nice little Saturday, we’re going to go to Home Depot. Yeah, buy 

some wallpaper, maybe get some flooring, stuff like that. Maybe Bed, Bath, & Beyond, I don’t 

know, I don’t know if we’ll have enough time.” 
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That phrase - “actually a pretty nice little Saturday” – followed by a listing of pretty 

average activities, has been quoted that any number of times around the office. It usually 

means that you did some things that were important to you, but perhaps weren’t seen as 

important to others. In Old School, it was a big day to Will Farrell’s character, but it was a 

day of small things to the others. And this is how the prophet Zechariah described the 

time period of our scripture lesson this morning. In Israel’s history, this was “the day of 

small things.” (Zechariah 4:10) 

This past summer, we spent ten weeks focused on the stories of Ezra and Nehemiah. 

In the process, we learned a little bit about Israel’s history after the Babylonian exile. As 

you may remember, Israel had returned from exile about 537 BC, rebuilt the Temple in 

516 under Zerubbabel, experienced a religious revival under Ezra in 458, and rebuilt the 

walls of Jerusalem in 445 under Nehemiah. But with all of this done, Israel had still not 

returned to her former glory as the prophets had promised. 

As such, the people of Israel simply got distracted from their covenant relationship 

with God. No longer trusting God’s justice and doubting God’s covenant love, these 

post-exilic Jews began to lose hope. Their worship degenerated into a listless perpetuation 

of mere form, and they no longer took the law seriously: tithes were ignored, the Sabbath 

was broken, intermarriage with pagans was common, and the priests were corrupt. Worst 

of all God had not returned to God’s Temple with the kind of majesty and power that 

would exalt God’s kingdom in the sight of the nations. Israel was just a small province in 

the backwaters of the Persian Empire, a pale shadow of the mighty Kingdom she had 

been under David. This seemed all wrong to Israel, so they incessantly whined, “Where is 

the God of justice?”i 

Lutheran pastor Lori Cornell sympathizes with Israel’s lot. She rightly notes that “the 

circumstances of life have a way of pulling down our…defenses and drawing us towards 

other concerns: conflicts at home, marital discord, concerns about daily business, 

[pandemics].” But Cornell also points out that Israel was “not surprised by their present 
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state of suffering; [but] they just [didn’t] see any reason to change their behavior if God 

[remained] absent from the scene.ii Some of us can relate. It was somewhere toward the 

end of this period that God spoke through Malachi. 

Our scripture lesson this morning picks up with God’s response to Israel’s question, 

“Where is the God of justice?” Malachi’s answer, on behalf of God was what we found in 

verse 1 of Chapter 3: “I will send my messenger.” And then Malachi goes on to state that 

this messenger will prepare the way for the Lord – one who is like a refiner’s fire and like 

fuller’s soap. This isn’t quite what we expect. The coming of the Lord will be like the 

roaring furnace of a silver refiner and alkaline churning of a commercial laundromat? To 

quote another Will Ferrell movie (Talladega Nights: The Legend of Ricky Bobby), where is the 

“8 pound, 6 ounce newborn, don’t even know a word yet…so cuddly, but still 

omnipotent” Lord? What Malachi says is that the Lord will come not to comfort but to 

cleanse. And, what’s worse, The Lord will focus his attention not on your enemies but on 

you. Fire and soap. The messenger is preparing us for the fact that the Lord will arrive 

with flames in one hand and a caustic detergent in the other. 

Malachi then addresses two questions of justice – who can endure the day of his 

coming and who can stand when he appears - with two responses. The first response 

talks about someday - the future – that the Lord’s coming will purify the people. This is 

about making the people holy. In particular, two groups are singled out for purification 

and judgment: the sons of Levi (the priests) (3:3) and those persons who disregard the 

fundamental commands of the Ten Commandments and exploit the weak, the widow, the 

orphan, the alien, and the paid laborer (3:5). A day of removing these impurities – these 

things that were not as they should be – was coming. Justice will be restored through a 

future divine intervention. 

But Malachi’s second response moves the timetable to the present reality. This is the 

section that begins at verse 6 – the section that delights every church Stewardship chair. 

In very plain language, Malachi quotes the Lord as saying, “Quit robbing me!” You are 
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robbing me when you don’t bring the whole tithe to the house of the Lord. Now, 

interpreting this section deserves more time than we have this morning, but, in short, 

many of the people of Israel had decided to hold back some of their resources for 

themselves rather than offering it to the Lord. This meant that the Levites weren’t getting 

paid and, worse, those who depended on distributions from the Lord’ storehouse - the 

widows, orphans, and others - weren’t getting what they needed for survival. This is one 

example in the bigger picture of shortchanging the Lord; just one of the ways the people 

of Israel weren’t living up to their end of the covenant. To that, Malachi lays down what 

we heard John the Baptist tell us last week: the Lord is not pleased with your lives and 

your intentions. Repent!iii 

It’s in the interplay of these two questions of justice and the two responses – one then 

and one now - that we find something instructive. Union Presbyterian Seminary’s 

Professor of the Bible, Dr. Rodney Sadler, writes: 

Traditionally, conservative Christians are known for focusing on proper internal individual 

behavior, practicing personal piety, though typically minimizing matters of social justice. Similarly, 

liberal Christians have tended to emphasize proper interpersonal relations, doing ‘justice for the 

least of these,’ and uplifting the oppressed, but often with a more relaxed view of personal piety. 

…However, [Malachi] testifies that, with God, neither extreme is acceptable. God requires that 

we do justice and be holy.iv 

 
What Malachi told ancient Israel is that you’ve got to get both right. The messenger 

who is coming wants you to be holy – to attend to your relationship with God - and to 

live justly – to attend to your relationships with others. Both matter. It’s about then and 

now. It’s also about our present and our future. 

Yet, while this answers the questions of justice, it doesn’t answer the question that has 

puzzled readers and theologians for centuries: who is the messenger? Some scholars 

suggest that the messenger could be Malachi himself. After all, the Hebrew word for 
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messenger is the word ma-lāk or Malaki – which sounds a lot like the name Malachi. 

However, Malachi states that it is someone else. In verse 5 of chapter 4, the undefined 

messenger of 3:1 is identified as Elijah. Elijah, the Old Testament prophet who did not 

die but was swept up – taken alive to heaven (2 Kings 2:11-12) - was traditionally thought 

to be the one who would return. Elijah, who was known for his zeal for obedience to the 

law, would be tasked with peacemaking and restoring the breakdown of family 

relationships. 

But the Christian tradition gives a different answer to this question about the 

messenger’s identity. If you were to turn in your Bibles to the book of Malachi, you 

would see that it is the final book of the Old Testament. Its final chapter butts up against 

the New Testament Gospel of Matthew. Although this is not the arrangement in the 

Jewish canon, the reason Malachi is placed last for us as Christians is because of the 

verses of our scripture lesson. When the prophet predicts that “the Lord whom you seek 

will suddenly come to his temple,” there is little doubt whom the canonical shapers of the 

traditions of Christianity had in mind.v Malachi is the setup for the gospels to come. 

As such, Christianity gives two answers to the question about the messenger identified 

in Malachi 3: John the Baptist and Jesus Christ. In Matthew, Mark, and Luke, John the 

Baptist is identified with Elijah and he functions as a precursor of the Messiah (Mark 

6:14-15; 9:11-13; Matthew 11:13-14; 17:9-13; Luke 1:17) And if “my messenger” in 

Malachi 3:1 is consistently identified with John the Baptist in early Christian 

interpretation, “the Lord whom you seek” and “the messenger of the covenant” are most 

often identified with Jesus himself. It is the Lord who is like a refiner’s fire and like fullers 

soap. It is he who will purify the people of the covenant.vi And that same principle is true 

for us today, as well. 

This is the second week of Advent and this exceptional season and this scripture from 

Malachi is perfectly timed to meet the situation at hand this year. We tend to think of 

Advent as a time marking the imminent Christmas moment, the time we set aside to 
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celebrate Christ’s birth with riches and pageantry. But, Advent is not about preparing for 

a merry little Christmas. Advent is about warning, about judgment, about repentance, 

about a refiner’s fire and a launderer’s rough hands.vii As the great Episcopal priest 

Fleming Rutledge reminds us, “Advent says Christmas is not for sissies.”viii 

Advent is the season that forbids denial. It brings into the open all of the turbulent 

emotions we have felt for the last nine months – fear, uncertainty, depression, and 

insecurity, all from a raging pandemic, sheltering in place, mask ordinances, millions of 

deaths, an irregular election season, and numerous other challenges. We don’t quite know 

how to conduct ourselves. Everyone is feeling anxious. 

Yet, Advent is perfectly in tune with these moods. Advent has long been the season 

that embodies the anxieties and fears that force themselves upon us.ix That’s why the 

central movement of Advent is to establish the conditions in our heart and in our world 

year after year and even day after day, for the arrival of Christ and not just as he comes to 

us during Christmas. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer once preached: 

It is very remarkable that we face the thought that God is coming, so calmly, whereas previously 
people trembled at the day of God…We have become so accustomed to the idea of divine love and 
of God’s coming at Christmas that we no longer feel the shiver of fear that God’s coming should 
arouse in us. We are indifferent to the message, taking only the pleasant and agreeable out of it 
and forgetting the serious aspect, that the God of the world draws near to the people of our little 
earth and lays claim to us. The coming of God is truly not only glad tidings, but first of all 
frightening news for everyone who has a conscience. 
 
Only when we have felt the terror of the matter, can we recognize the incomparable kindness. God 
comes into the very midst of evil and of death, and judges the evil in us and in the world. And by 
judges us, God cleanses and sanctifies us.x 

 
That’s the message of Malachi. Yet, you need to know that for hundreds of years, 

there has been a debate about whether the church should end the book of Malachi, and 

indeed the whole section of prophecy, with such a terrible and negative phrase as “strike 

the land with a curse,” total and absolute destruction. In fact, many of the early Greek 
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manuscripts solved this problem by reversing the order of v. 4 and verses 5-6. Back then, 

when the passage was read the synagogue, the reader was instructed to repeat verse 4 

rather than to end with verse 6. 

Yet, the book of Malachi begins with the divine word, “I love you, says the Lord” 

(1:2). And what we get in the very last phrase of the book – what we are left with - is the 

promise that ultimately, “on the great and terrible day of the Lord,” this love will prevail 

“so that I will not come and strike the land with a curse.”xi 

I believe this word of grace may just be the most memorable line of all. 
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