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               Pastor Paul Horn 
The Messenger Will Come to His Temple

I.  He will purify his people

II.   His people will offer acceptable sacrifices

1 “See, I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me. 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.  2 But 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.  3 He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver; he will purify the Levites and refine them like gold and silver. Then the LORD will have men who will bring offerings in righteousness, 4 and the offerings of Judah and Jerusalem will be acceptable to the LORD, as in days gone by, as in former years. 

One night last week before bed I happened to be surfing through the channels, not looking for anything in particular, when I landed on the Home Shopping Network.  There Esteban, the world renowned classical guitar player, was attempting to sell me a beautiful classical guitar.  Esteban explained to me that this guitar was made from only the highest quality materials and proceeded to show me what beautiful sound he could make with I, luring me into the false hope that I would some day be such an accomplished guitarist.  He also reminded me that this was a great deal.  The guitar retailed for over $600, but Esteban was selling these guitars for under $200, with free shipping and handling.  Being the lover of music that he is, Esteban believed that the American people ought to have access to musical instruments for a reasonable price.  That’s very generous of Esteban who, I’m sure is still making a good deal of money on this offer.  This Christmas season you will hear more stories of generosity and large donations to charities.  But if those acts of generosity are not performed with the right attitude, that is, out of thanks for what God has done for them through Jesus, those deeds of generosity are garbage. 
The LORD spoke through his prophet Malachi, about 400 years before the Messiah was born.  This was a low point in Israel’s history.  A small remnant had just returned to the Promised Land at the end of a 70year exile in Babylon.  The prophets of that time had foretold of a glorious future for Israel.  But their land was but a small province in the backwaters of the Persian Empire.  The LORD had not yet filled his rebuilt temple with his glory and power, as he had when Solomon built it.  So the Israelites doubted God’s covenant love.  The Jews began to lose hope.  As a result their worship degenerated into listless routines of the form; they said their, sang their hymns and brought their offerings without thinking about the significance behind it.  The LORD rebuked his people.  They brought offerings which were unacceptable to him.  The LORD through his prophet Malachi reassured his people that the promised Messenger was coming to his temple, in a very personal way.  When he comes to his temple he will purify his people.  Then, his people will offer acceptable sacrifices. 

I.  He will purify his people

The people of Malachi’s day had fallen into bad habits.  At the LORD’s temple they presented sacrifices which were sub par.  Even the priests, who brought the sacrifices to the altar, did nothing to curb the people’s behavior.  In chapter one of Malachi, the LORD scolded the priests, “You place defiled food on my altar.  You bring blind, cripple and diseased animals for sacrifice.” (1:7,8)  Then he asked them, “Would you present these to the governor?” (1:8)  Later on in chapter three he chastised the people for skimping on their offerings.  He questioned them, “Why do you rob God of your tithes and offerings?” (3:8,9)  This is not the way to prepare for the LORD’s coming to his temple.
Clear the way!  Prepare yourselves!  Repent of your sinful ways!  The Messenger is coming to his temple!  The LORD spoke to his Old Testament people with Old Testament language.  The place where the LORD met his people was at the temple, specifically, the Most Holy Place.  The Israelites understood this picture well.  And they understood that only the high priest could enter that room once a year and only if the had an offering for sin with him.  When the Messiah would come, the Messenger of God’s promise, the one they had longed for, he would meet his people in a very personal and close way.  He would come among his people in human flesh.  This prophecy was good news in the ears of the Israelites living in Jerusalem at this time.  The Messenger was coming to his people.  He would come to purify them from the sins they had committed at the LORD’s house.    

Every Sunday morning I greet you, the congregation by saying, “Good morning!”  You respond and then I say, “Welcome to God’s house.”  God doesn’t need to live in a chapel.  He is omnipresent.  But here on Sunday morning, God is present with us, through his Word and Sacraments.  Here at God’s house we offer to him our sacrifices of prayer, praise and gifts.  What runs through your head as the offering plate is passed around?  What thoughts run through your mind when volunteers are asked for at church?  During the prayers, what thoughts run through your mind?  When you drop your envelope into the plate or when you say, “Yes,” and carry out that volunteer action, is the offering you just made pleasing to your Lord or disgusting as if you brought a blind or crippled animal for sacrifice?  We present our offerings of time and abilities to our God with cheerful hearts.  But sometimes, just sometimes, that little stinker called pride sometimes sneaks in, “Oh, look what I just did for the church!  Isn’t it grand?  Pat myself on the back, yeah!  Wait, no one noticed?  Well, that’s no good.  I’ve got to let someone know.”  We offer our prayers to our Lord with every intention of being selfless and humble.  Sometimes, just sometimes, the prayer ends up more about me and what I need than for my fellow brothers and sisters.  We place our offerings in the silver plate.  Sometimes, just sometimes, we’re a little hesitant to drop it in, because we’d rather keep it in our pocket.  Sometimes, just sometimes, we’d like to stand up and be recognized for our gifts.  Then our offerings smell in God’s nostrils, like they did in Malachi’s time.          

God through his prophet Malachi told his people Israel and he tells us today that when the promised Messenger comes he will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver; he will purify the Levites and refine them like gold and silver. (vs3)  The Levites were that special tribe from Israel whom the LORD chose back in the time of Moses, to be priests, to serve before the LORD at his temple day and night, to represent the people before God, and to represent God before the people.  It was a high privilege and responsibility.  

The LORD speaks to you and me through these words.  In a sense you and I belong to the tribe of Levi.  In 1Peter 2:5,9 the apostle reminds us, “You are a holy and royal priesthood.”  You also are priest.  In the Old Testament, priests were strictly from the tribe of Levi.  In this present New Testament era the priests of the Lord come from all tribes, languages and nations of people.  In the Old Testament priests offered sacrifices for sins day after day after day.  In the New Testament, no more sacrifice for sins needs to be made.  Instead, you offer living sacrifices.  The promised Messenger came in the flesh as your High Priest and offered himself as the one sacrifice to purify all people.  This Advent season we anticipate Christ’s coming in human flesh, to come among his people, to purify them, just as a refiner of gold and silver.

This picture Malachi uses might be one with which we are not too familiar.  In ancient days silver and gold were heated over a hot, blazing fire in a crucible (a crucible is a small ceramic bowl).  Lead was added to the crucible.  When the lead oxidized it drew out all the impurities leaving behind the purest gold and silver.  Your heavenly Refiner has taken you and placed you in the fire.  He has removed all of your impurities; all of your sins of unacceptable offerings, sacrifices which were made with begrudging hearts, prideful attitudes and selfish prayers…these have all been purged from you because the perfect Lamb of God, without blemish or defect, was offered in your place, to make you holy and pure, like the purest gold and silver.  This spiritual refining process has become yours through a washing, another picture Malachi uses, “He will be like a launder’s soap.”  At your baptism Christ thoroughly washed you clean of all your sin, the sin that stained your soul, which nothing else could remove, except the power of the words of the Messenger, spoken over you as water was poured on your head.  This spiritual refining process continues to strengthen you and remind you that you are indeed pure in God’s sight when the Messenger says to you, “This is my body, this is my blood, given and shed for you, for the forgiveness of your sins.”  

The Messenger has come.  He has purified the Levites who lived at the time of Malachi.  He has purified you, his priests, so that you will bring offerings that are acceptable in his sight.          

II.   His people will offer sacrifices that are acceptable

Do you remember earlier when we learned about the kind of offerings the people and even the priests were bringing to the LORD on his altar in his temple?  Animals that were blind, crippled, diseased and full of defects…  It wasn’t just the fact that the sacrifices were unpleasing to the LORD, it was the attitude in which they were presented that made the LORD so upset.  But now that the Israelites had heard what great thing the promised Messenger would do for them, they were properly motivated to repent of their sinful acts and attitudes, to turn back to the LORD, seek his forgiveness, turn around and offer right sacrifices with a pure heart.  Malachi said, “He will purify the Levites and refine them like gold and silver.  Then the LORD will have men who will bring offerings in righteousness and the offerings of Judah and Jerusalem will be acceptable to the LORD, as in days gone by, as in former years.” (vs4)  

The word for offerings in the Hebrew is the word for the grain offering in the Old Testament worship. (Leviticus chapter two)  Most sacrifices brought to the temple were for sins and offenses.  The grain offering was a voluntary act of worship, given in recognition of God’s goodness and provisions.  It was a way for the people to say thanks to the LORD.  What a perfect way for the people living in Jerusalem to thank the LORD for his words through the prophet Malachi!  God then said, “Now their offerings will be just like the good old days, like when Solomon sacrificed 22,000 cattle and 120,000 sheep and goats to dedicate the new temple (1Kings 8); when Abel offered the best of his flocks on his altar to the LORD (Genesis 4).  “Ah, yes,” the LORD said to himself, “now that I have purified you, you can offer acceptable sacrifices to me.” 

In the past our sacrifices and offerings may have been displeasing in the Lord’s sight.  In the future we may slip into that same sinful attitude when we give.  We repent of those sins.  We turn to our God for forgiveness.  We listen to how he purified us from those sins.  Now we are ready and willing and able to serve our LORD with our offerings.  Now we will give generously and cheerfully, not just in the offering plate, but of our time, and talents and abilities, whatever they may be.  Now we will offer to God our sacrifices with an attitude of thankfulness for refining our hearts, purging them of all sin in his heavenly smelt.  

This Christmas we at Faith Lutheran Church are sponsoring a needy family.  We will buy clothes and food and toys for them.  That’s a good deed of generosity.  But if this act of generosity on our part is not carried out with the right godly attitude, it stinks in God’s nostrils.  Good thing the Father sent his Messenger to purify us from our sins, so that we as his priests are able to offer this sacrifice and all of our sacrifices as acceptable to him.  May our Advent King continue to keep us pure through his Word and Sacraments.  To him alone be the glory.  Amen.  

