
 

Malachi 
“Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah​

Before the great and terrible day of the LORD comes.” (MALACHI 4:5) 
 

Malachi—meaning “my messenger” or “my angel”—may well be a functional title rather than a 

personal name, suggesting a temple‑associated intermediary such as a priest or scribe. The 

book’s form reinforces this: instead of conventional prophetic oracles, Malachi employs a legal 

disputation style, framing his message as covenant lawsuits between God and the people. This 

genre aligns naturally with priestly or scribal circles, the very functionaries responsible for 

guarding Israel’s worship and teaching. 

The historical setting, though not explicitly stated, is best placed in the first half of the fifth 

century BCE, after the temple’s rebuilding in 515 BCE and amid the same social and religious 

challenges addressed by Ezra and Nehemiah. The initial enthusiasm of the first repatriation had 

faded; routine insouciance replaced earlier zeal, and the community found itself 

waiting—sometimes impatiently—for the promised new age. A second wave of returnees and 

rising conflict with Samaria intensified social, political, and religious pressures, leaving Judah’s 

identity frayed and its worship compromised. 

Into this environment Malachi speaks a battle‑cry for covenant identity. He confronts lax priests, 

disillusioned worshippers, and a 

community drifting toward 

forgetfulness. His closing 

exhortation to remember Moses 

and anticipate Elijah prepares the 

people for “the great and terrible 

day of the LORD” (Mal 4:5), 

calling them to purified worship, 

renewed fidelity, and expectant 

hope. 

 

THEMATIC & LITERARY CONSIDERATIONS​
Covenant Fidelity & Identity – Malachi’s prophecy turns on a single, urgent concern: Israel’s 

covenant identity. Speaking to a community spiritually thinned after the exile and the rebuilding 

of the temple, Malachi insists that identity is not secured by ritual habit or political stability but 

by fidelity to the covenant itself. His six disputations expose behaviors—blemished sacrifices, 

priestly negligence, venant‑breaking marriages, economic injustice—that reveal how far the 

people have drifted. 

1 
© 2026, Rev. Robert Moses 



 

To re‑anchor them, Malachi directs Israel back to Moses, the commandments, and Horeb/Sinai 

(Mal 4:4), insisting that covenant memory is the foundation of true identity. At the same time, 

he turns them forward toward Elijah, herald of “the great and terrible day of the LORD” (Mal 

4:5). Past and future converge: Sinai defines who Israel is, and Elijah announces who Israel must 

become. 

Malachi confronts both the people and their priests, exposing how leadership failure corrodes 

communal identity and calling the whole community back to covenant faithfulness. 

Disputation Speeches – Malachi’s prophecy unfolds through six disputations, a legal‑dialogue 

form in which the LORD acts as plaintiff bringing charges against the covenant people. Only 

God’s side is voiced; the audience’s objections are implied, since fifth‑century Jerusalemites 

already knew their own doubts and excuses. 

Each disputation exposes a core identity issue revealed through behaviors that demand 

correction—blemished sacrifices, priestly negligence, covenant‑breaking marriages, economic 

injustice, and spiritual cynicism. In each case, the LORD responds with a claim, promise, or 

warning, turning the dialogue into a mirror in which Israel sees who it has become and who it is 

called to be. 

This structure is not merely argumentative but pastoral. Through these exchanges, Malachi 

re‑anchors Israel’s identity in covenant memory and eschatological hope, urging renewed 

fidelity as the people await “the great and terrible day of the LORD.” 

The Day of the Lord and the New Age – Malachi treats the Day of the LORD as the climactic 

moment when God will establish justice and render judgment, a dominant motif across the 

prophets. In Malachi, this day is inseparable from the coming of Elijah (Mal 4:5), whose mission 

is to reconcile Israel to its covenant. Without this return to fidelity, Malachi warns, the land 

itself stands under threat of destruction (Mal 4:6). 

Earlier prophets like Haggai and Zechariah spoke of the new age as imminent, but by Malachi’s 

time it had not arrived. The delay produces disillusionment: the people complain, “It is vain to 

serve God” (Mal 3:14). Their cynicism becomes part of the disputation itself, revealing a 

community struggling to hold hope amid deferred expectations. 

Malachi responds by holding out a future that is certain but not necessarily near. The promised 

age will come, but only after Elijah prepares the people for “the great and terrible day of the 

LORD.” In this way, Malachi reframes waiting as a call to renewed covenant identity—anchored 

in memory, purified in expectation, and oriented toward God’s decisive act of justice and 

restoration. 

Worship, Sacrifice, & Purity – Malachi sharpens his critique of worship by exposing hollow 

ritualism—acts performed correctly on the surface yet emptied of reverence, integrity, and 
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covenant loyalty. The people bring blemished sacrifices, and the priests accept them without 

protest. For Malachi, such worship betrays Israel’s identity because it treats the holy as ordinary. 

True worship must reflect God’s holiness, not human convenience or indifference. 

Into this compromised system, Malachi introduces the figure of the refining messenger. This 

messenger will purify the priesthood “like gold and silver,” burning away corruption and 

restoring integrity to temple life. The image is both severe and hopeful: judgment as cleansing, 

discipline as renewal. Malachi envisions a priesthood capable once again of teaching rightly, 

offering worthily, and embodying the covenant they serve. 

 

TYPOLOGICAL IMAGINATION​
SELECTED USES OF MALACHI IN THE IMAGINATION OF EARLY CHRISTIAN WRITERS 

Malachi is a bridge text for New Testament authors, shaping how they understood John the 

Baptist, Jesus’ mission, true worship, and the coming age. The use is concentrated but the 

influence is wide. The NT repeatedly identifies John the Baptist with Malachi’s promised 

messenger (Mal 3:1) and Elijah (Mal 4:5–6). All three Synoptics quote Malachi 3:1 and apply it 

directly to John (Mark 1:2; Matt 11:10; Luke 7:27). The Elijah prophecy becomes central in 

Jesus’ teaching (Matt 11:14; 17:10–13), framing John as the eschatological forerunner.  

Malachi’s vision of the Lord suddenly coming to his temple (Mal 3:1–4) is read christologically. 

Luke especially uses Malachi’s “arrival” motif to shape its temple‑centered narrative—from the 

infancy stories to Jesus’ ministry.  

NT authors echo Malachi’s critiques. Paul warns about unworthy participation in the Lord’s 

Supper (1 Cor 11). Jesus’ critique of Pharisees and Sadducees. Jesus and Paul both amplify 

Malachi’s concern with marriage and covenant fidelity (Mark 10; 1 Cor 7). These are not direct 

quotations but thematic continuities. 

Second‑century writers—especially Didache, Justin Martyr, and Irenaeus—read Malachi 

1:10–11 as foretelling the Eucharist, the pure offering of the new covenant. They argue that this 

arises naturally from the New Testament’s own use of Malachi’s worship‑purity themes, seeing 

Christian Eucharistic prayer as the global, Spirit‑formed sacrifice God promised would surpass 

Israel’s blemished offerings. 

 

MORAL IMAGINATION​
QUESTIONS TO HELP DISCOVER MALACHI’S RELEVANCE TO THE CONTEMPORARY READER 

●​ In the disputation against the priests, the prophet maintains that God created a “covenant 
of life and peace” (MAL 2:5) with Levi. What would life and peace look like for you? For your 
community? For your church? How can ycou and your leaders help in peacemaking? 
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●​ Malachi anchors identity in remembering Moses and Sinai. How does our church remember 
its own covenant story, and where is that memory fading? 

●​ Malachi condemns hollow ritualism. Where might our worship risk becoming routine rather 
than holy?  

●​ Malachi envisions a messenger who purifies God’s people. What practices help us welcome 
God’s refining work rather than resist it? 

●​ Malachi links covenant identity to marital and communal fidelity. How do our relationships 
reflect or distort God’s faithfulness? 

●​ Malachi confronts exploitation and neglect of the vulnerable. Where is God calling our 
parish to greater justice? 

●​ Malachi holds out hope for “the great and terrible day of the LORD.” How do we cultivate 
faithful expectation without slipping into cynicism or complacency?  

●​ What does it mean for us to live as people being prepared for God’s future? 

 

 
SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY 
Coggins, Richard. Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi. Old Testament Guides. Sheffield Academic Press, 

1987.  

Davis, Stacy. Haggai, Malachi. Wisdom Commentary. Liturgical Press, 2015. 

Foster, Robert L. The Theology of the Books of Haggai and Zechariah. Old Testament Theology. 
Cambridge University Press, 2021.  

Stead, Michael R. Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi: Return and Restoration (An Introduction and 
Study Guide). T&T Clark Study Guides to the Old Testament. Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2022  

4 
© 2026, Rev. Robert Moses 


