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Questioning God’s Love
A Study of Malachi 1:1-5

Characteristic of Completeness:  Trinity

Big Idea:  Run down the aisle.
Related Scriptures:  Genesis 12:1-3; Exodus 20:3; Deuteronomy 7:6-8; 28:1-2, 15; Nehemiah 9:6-38; Isaiah 54:5; Jeremiah 31:3; Hosea 9:1; Zechariah 9:9; Matthew 21:1-11; Romans 9:10-16; 
2 Corinthians 11:2-3; Hebrews 13:5
Introduction:
A.
There is a  vicious cycle in the Christian life.  It goes something like this:  Life  doesn’t go the way I expect.  I  get disappointed with God.  So I begin  to question His goodness and maybe even His existence.  I go my own way,  ignoring His commands, thinking that my way is better.  Then things  get worse because of my own disobedience.  Sooner or later, God lets me fall flat.  Then I turn  back to God and agree to do things His way.  Things get better for a while.  But eventually, once again, life doesn’t go the way I expect, and the cycle starts over.  It’s a cycle of expectations, disappointment, questioning, disobedience, discipline, and repentance.
Is it just me, or have you experienced this, too?

I know I’m not alone because I see this happening with God’s people a lot in the Bible.  Life  doesn’t go the way they expect.  They  get disappointed with God.  So they begin  to question His goodness and maybe even His existence.  They go their own way,  ignoring His commands, thinking that their way is better.  Then things  get worse because of their own disobedience.  Sooner or later, God lets them fall flat.  Then they  turn back to God and agree to do things His way.  Things get better for a while.  But eventually, once again, life  doesn’t go the way they expect, and the cycle starts over.
B.
I have observed some other things about this cycle.

1.
For example, sometimes I suspect we’re not even aware that we’re in the cycle.  There are times when my disappointment with God is not even on the surface of my own awareness; I’ve pushed it down, where I don’t have to face it and other people can’t see it.  After all, many Christians get unsettled when any believer, let alone a pastor, just comes right out and says something raw and honest like, “I’m pretty disappointed with God right now, and I’m beginning to question His goodness.  I don’t really trust Him, and I’m not sure He’s going to be there for me.”

2.
Another thing I’ve noticed is when you go through the cycle enough times, you can be tempted to give up and get stuck.  Going around in circles can make you sick, so you stop in the middle, somewhere short of repentance, perhaps in a state of simmering bitterness.
3.
Because we’re going to be thinking mostly about what God is like today, our  Characteristic of Completeness in Christ is the Trinity.  We're going to be stretching our view of the triune God today.
B.
How are we supposed to deal with this vicious cycle involving disappointment with God?  Is there a way to quit going around in circles and move forward?
These are some questions we’re going to consider as we begin a new study through the Old Testament book of  Malachi.  Malachi is the very last book in the Old Testament.  My hunch is most Christians have never read it.
Our text for today is  Malachi 1:1-5.  Let me read it one time through; then, we’ll go back and study it more carefully.  I’m using the  English Standard Version.
ESV Malachi 1:1 The oracle of the word of the LORD to Israel by Malachi.  2 “I have loved you,” says the LORD. But you say, “How have you loved us?”  “Is not Esau Jacob’s brother?” declares the LORD. “Yet I have loved Jacob 3 but Esau I have hated.  I have laid waste his hill country and left his heritage to jackals of the desert.”  4 If Edom says, “We are shattered but we will rebuild the ruins,” the LORD of hosts says, “They may build, but I will tear down, and they will be called ‘the wicked country,’ and ‘the people with whom the LORD is angry forever.’”  5 Your own eyes shall see this, and you shall say, “Great is the LORD beyond the border of Israel!”

Some of you may be thinking, “No wonder nobody reads Malachi.  This sounds weird.  I have no idea what this is talking about.”
Malachi  is a hard book.  It will not yield its riches to the casual prospector.  In order to interpret and apply what is being said, we’re going to have to work at understanding the historical context.  There’s a story behind Malachi.  It’s a story about a relationship that is hundreds of years old.  If we don’t know the story, and if we don’t know about the relationship, Malachi will leave us scratching our heads.
I.
Let’s begin with  Verse 1.  
ESV Malachi 1:1 The oracle of the word of the LORD to Israel by Malachi.

A.
The term  “oracle” refers to an announcement of a very serious and even ominous nature.
  It is a message so heavy that it is sometimes rendered, “burden” by some translations.
  So we get a clue right off that this is not going to be very cheery.
B.
The  last part of Verse 1 introduces us to the parties involved in the relationship.
1.
There is  “the LORD.”  This is a translation of the Hebrew name, Yahweh.  There are various designations for God in the Bible, each one emphasizing different aspects of His character.  This one, Yahweh, emphasizes God’s nearness to His people, His concern for His people, and His covenants with His people.
  In fact, the basic meaning of the name, Yahweh, is “one who is for His people.”

2.
The term  “Israel” refers to the people of Israel—the Jews descended from Abraham, who are in  a covenant relationship with Yahweh.  Let me try to briefly explain the nature of this covenant relationship.
a.
It began with Abraham in the book of Genesis well over a thousand years before Malachi was written.
  God made some unconditional promises to Abraham.  God promised to give Abraham a land.  This is the basis for the phrase, “the promised land.”  God also promised that Abraham’s descendents would become a great nation.  This is the basis for the phrase, “the chosen people.”  God also promised that through Abraham and his descendants all the peoples of the earth would be blessed.  God promised to work in and through the descendants of Abraham to bring blessing to the world.
Indeed, we can see, in retrospect, how God worked through these people to give us our Bible and our Savior Jesus Christ, Himself a Jew.  These promises to Abraham are called  the Abrahamic Covenant, and this covenant is unconditional.
b.
Hundreds of years after the Abrahamic Covenant, God made another promise to Israel, this time through a man named Moses.  It’s called the  Mosaic Covenant.  God gave Israel 613 laws or commands to obey, including the Ten Commandments.
  The Bible often refers to all these commandments as simply “the Law.”  
As part of the Mosaic Covenant, God made the following promise to Israel:  Obey these laws, and I will bless you; disobey, and I will discipline you.

3.
The  third party mentioned in Verse 1 of our text is Malachi.  He’s a Jewish prophet.
  He is a part of Israel.  Other than what he wrote in this book that bears his name, we don’t know much about him.  God used prophets like Malachi to speak to His people.
Evidence suggests that Malachi was the last prophet God used to speak to Israel in the Old Testament, and that he wrote shortly after 433 B.C.

II.
 As God’s mouthpiece, Malachi writes these words in  Verse 2:
ESV Malachi 1:2 “I have loved you,” says the LORD. But you say, “How have you loved us?”

A.
Immediately, we get the sense that we’re stepping into the middle of a domestic dispute between the Lord and Israel.  The Lord says, “I have loved you.”  But, in effect, Israel says, “We just don’t see it.  How have you loved us?”
The Hebrew word for  “love” is a word that is used to describe the love of a husband for a wife.
  Indeed, throughout the Old Testament, the relationship between God and Israel is often characterized in husband-and-wife terms.  Marriage is a metaphor describing their relationship.  For example, another Jewish prophet, Isaiah, says  this to Israel:
ESV Isaiah 54:5 For your Maker is your husband, the LORD of hosts is his name . . .

So the people of Israel are questioning God’s love, much like a wife may question her husband’s love.  Israel is in  the vicious cycle I referred to at the outset of this sermon.  Dashed expectations have led to disappointment and questioning.
Here we have a case study.  The Israelites are in the cycle.  They’re disappointed in God.  Here, they question His love.  Later, we’ll see they also question God’s demands and His discipline and His fairness and His provision and even His word.

And in the midst of Israel’s disappointment and questioning, the Lord speaks to them through Malachi.  Those of us who are, or will one day be, stuck in the same cycle, somewhere between dashed expectations and repentance—and that’s most of us—we look in on this situation with questions of our own.  Like how did God love them?  And why weren’t they seeing it?  And how can I learn from this?
B.
In order to address these questions, we need to consider the immediate historical context for this dispute.  It is recorded in the Old Testament books of Ezra and Nehemiah.  A relatively short time before Malachi was written—a matter of a few years
—the people of Israel actually did see clearly how God had loved them throughout history.  They had very recently been in the  “repentance” part of the cycle.  They looked back how God had been a faithful, loving husband, in spite of the fact that they had been an unfaithful, adulterous wife.  They saw their  selfish expectations and  unfounded disappointments and  childish questioning and  stubborn disobedience and  deserved discipline.  And they came back to God in  repentance.  Listen to the words of the people of Israel, beginning in Nehemiah 9:6, as they address the Lord.  Remember, this is just a few years prior to Israel questioning God’s love.  They  say to God:
ESV Nehemiah 9:6 “You are the LORD, you alone. You have made heaven, the heaven of heavens, with all their host, the earth and all that is on it, the seas and all that is in them; and you preserve all of them; and the host of heaven worships you.  7 You are the LORD, the God who chose Abram and brought him out of Ur of the Chaldeans and gave him the name Abraham. 8 You found his heart faithful before you, and made with him the covenant to give to his offspring the land . . . And you have kept your promise, for you are righteous.”

This is an acknowledgement that God has kept the promises of the Abrahamic Covenant.  The people of Israel  continue, as recorded in Nehemiah, by recounting to God how He had miraculously saved them from Egyptian bondage and led them in the wilderness.
  Then, the people recount the giving of the Mosaic Law and the miraculous provision of God that sustained them as He led them to the promised land.
  Then, the people of Israel confess to God how they had been unfaithful to Him, disobeying the Law of the Mosaic Covenant.
  In spite of the unfaithfulness and disobedience of Israel as wife, the people acknowledge the faithfulness and grace of God as husband in  Nehemiah 9:17, saying,
ESV Nehemiah 9:17 “. . . But you are a God ready to forgive, gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and did not forsake them.”
Then  the people of Israel recount how God continued to faithfully lead them and protect them in the face of their own idolatry—how He brought them to the promised land in which they enjoyed great blessing.
  And yet, the Israelites confess that they kept going through the cycle involving disobedience and discipline, while God remained faithful and kept warning them and delivering them from their troubles.
  Finally, as a form of discipline, according His promise, God allowed Israel to be conquered, captured, and exiled by enemies in foreign lands, including Assyria and Babylon.
  They remained in exile for 70 years.  But even then, the Israelites acknowledge that God did not forsake them.  They  say to Him:
ESV Nehemiah 9:31 “Nevertheless, in your great mercies you did not make an end of them or forsake them, for you are a gracious and merciful God.”

Indeed God mercifully allowed the Israelites to return from exile to their own land He had given them, but their liberation was not total.  Now back in the land, they remained slaves under authority of an oppressive Persian government.  And so, the people of Israel say to God, beginning in  Nehemiah 9:32:
ESV Nehemiah 9:32 “Now, therefore, our God, the great, the mighty, and the awesome God, who keeps covenant and steadfast love, let not all the hardship seem little to you that has come upon us, upon our kings, our princes, our priests, our prophets, our fathers, and all your people, since the time of the kings of Assyria until this day.  33 Yet you have been righteous in all that has come upon us, for you have dealt faithfully and we have acted wickedly. . . .  36 Behold, we are slaves this day; in the land that you gave to our fathers to enjoy its fruit and its good gifts, behold, we are slaves.  37 And its rich yield goes to the kings whom you have set over us because of our sins. They rule over our bodies and over our livestock as they please, and we are in great distress. 38 Because of all this we make a firm covenant . . .”
The covenant the people make is to return to the Lord, to obey His commands they’ve had from the beginning.
  In effect, they say to God, “You’ve loved us faithfully from the get-go, but we have not loved you.  But things are going to be different now; we’re going to remain faithful to you from now on.  We’ve learned our lesson.”
A few years later, Israel is  right back in the cycle, stuck in disappointment and questioning and blatant disobedience. 
  So, God speaks to them through His prophet, Malachi.
When in  Malachi 1:2, the Lord says, “I have loved you,” we can see exactly how He has loved Israel from what Israel herself recounted just a few years earlier.  Harder to understand is how Israel could now say to God, “How have you loved us?” when just a few years before they said:
Nehemiah 9:17 “. . . you are a God ready to forgive, gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love . . .”

How could something so obvious before be forgotten now?  How could they be so ungrateful and oblivious?
I think it started  with expectations.  It usually does.  For one thing, after the people returned from the exile, and after they repented of their sins, I think they were expecting something better than what they got.  After all, according to the Abrahamic Covenant, they were expecting to be a great nation through whom the whole world would be blessed.  According to the Mosaic Covenant, they were expecting God to bless their obedience.  And according to another one of their prophets, Zechariah, who prophesied right after their return from exile, they were expecting a Messiah from their midst—a king to come and save them and establish his kingdom.  As recorded in  Zechariah 9:9, they were told:
ESV Zechariah 9:9 Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem! behold, your king is coming to you; righteous and having salvation is he, humble and mounted on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.

But  these promises were not unfolding the way they expected.  According to one Bible scholar,

Their expectations of a glorious renewal of their national life after the return from exile had been disappointed.  The promised kingdom of the Messiah had still not dawned.  Israel as a nation was not delivered and glorified.  They still remained under Persian rule and were suffering . . .

Had God reneged on His promises?  No.  A few hundred years later, their righteous King did come, humble and mounted on a donkey, riding into Jerusalem, bringing salvation that would be a blessing to all the peoples of the earth, just as He promised.
  But not as expected.
So, the problem was not with God, but with Israel.  They had put God in a box—the box of their selfish expectations.  I imagine they had it all mapped out how God would fulfill His promises right then, and it included something a lot better that what they were currently experiencing.  They expected—they even felt entitled to—freedom, prosperity, power, comfort, and happiness right now.  And because God was not delivering on their selfish expectations, they  resumed the vicious cycle:  expectations, disappointment, questioning, disobedience.  They figured, if their heavenly Husband wasn’t going to give them what they deserved, then they’d go shack up with something or somebody else on earth who might.  Yet another prophet, Hosea, tells Israel what this  amounts to:
ESV Hosea 9:1 . . . you have played the whore, forsaking your God. . . .

C.
Let  me ask you a personal question:  Were you expecting something better from God than what you got?  

Maybe something better than your chronic illness.  Maybe something better than your screwed-up family.  Maybe something better than your divorce.  Maybe something better than being single.  Maybe something better than your depression.  Maybe something better than the death of your loved one.  Maybe something better than your weariness and debt and loneliness and pain and conflict.
“How have you loved us?”

III.
Well, what does God say to Israel in the wake of their questioning His love for them?  God’s response surprises me.  His answer is way outside the box of my expectations.  In  Verses 2 and 3, it says:
ESV Malachi 1:2 . . . “Is not Esau Jacob’s brother?” declares the LORD. “Yet I have loved Jacob 3 but Esau I have hated. . . .”

Now, there’s a head-scratcher.  What in the world is God talking about, and what does it have to do with loving Israel?

First, let me remind you who Esau and Jacob are.  They are the twin grandsons of Abraham through Isaac.  God chose Jacob to be the one from whom the blessings of the Abrahamic Covenant would flow.
  The descendants of Jacob would be the chosen people.  All the people of the earth would be blessed through the line of Jacob, not Esau.  Indeed, the people of Israel to whom God is speaking are the descendants of Jacob.  In fact, God changed the personal name of Jacob to Israel,
 so the people of Israel are Jacob’s namesake.
When God says, “I have loved Jacob but Esau I have hated. . . .” the Hebrew concept is mainly one of choosing, not emotion.  It’s like a husband saying to a wife who is questioning his love, “I chose you; I didn’t choose all those other women.”  It’s not that the husband detests all other women; he simply did not choose them to be his bride.

In choosing Jacob, God did the unexpected.  He went against Jewish tradition and chose the younger brother, not the older one.
And God’s choice of Jacob is unexpected in another way:  Jacob was no more deserving than Esau.  In fact, God’s choice of Jacob, and thus His choice of the people of Israel was by grace alone.  In  Deuteronomy 7:6-8, Moses had explained to the people of Israel:
ESV Deuteronomy 7:6 “For you are a people holy to the LORD your God. The LORD your God has chosen you to be a people for his treasured possession, out of all the peoples who are on the face of the earth.  7 It was not because you were more in number than any other people that the LORD set his love on you and chose you, for you were the fewest of all peoples, 8 but it is because the LORD loves you and is keeping the oath that he swore to your fathers . . .”

Take  a look at the profile of Jacob in the Bible and you’ll see a man deeply flawed and undeserving.  In other words, he’s just like you and me and everyone else on earth.  The details of our shortcomings differ; but we’re all undeserving of God’s favor.  Jacob was a conniving, cowardly mama’s boy who became the father of a dysfunctional family, and selfishly wrestled with God for control of his life.  The Hebrew name, Jacob, is apt; it means “deceiver.”  
But God chose him.  Why?  It was purely an act of God’s sovereign grace.  Jacob did absolutely nothing to earn or deserve God’s favor.  The Apostle Paul looks back and explains it, beginning in  Romans 9:10, saying,
ESV Romans 9:10 . . . when Rebecca had conceived children by one man, our forefather Isaac, 11 though they were not yet born and had done nothing either good or bad—in order that God’s purpose of election might continue, not because of works but because of his call— 12 she was told, “The older will serve the younger.”  13 As it is written, “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.” 14 What shall we say then? Is there injustice on God’s part? By no means! 15 For he says to Moses, “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.”  16 So then it depends not on human will or exertion, but on God, who has mercy.

So,  back in Malachi, what’s God’s point in reminding Israel that He chose them, not because they were deserving, but solely on the basis of His mercy and grace?  In effect, I think God is saying something like this:  “You’re looking at your situation backwards.  You’re disappointed in Me because you were expecting more than you got.  But in reality, it is only by My mercy and grace that you already have far more than you deserve.”
Then the Lord goes on to explain how bad the descendants of Esau have it.  They are collectively referred to as Edom.  The Lord  says,
ESV Malachi 1:3 “. . . I have laid waste his hill country and left his heritage to jackals of the desert.”  4 If Edom says, “We are shattered but we will rebuild the ruins,” the LORD of hosts says, “They may build, but I will tear down, and they will be called ‘the wicked country,’ and ‘the people with whom the LORD is angry forever.’”  5 Your own eyes shall see this, and you shall say, “Great is the LORD beyond the border of Israel!”

I don’t think God is saying these things so that Israel could shake its finger and say, “You naughty, naughty Edomites; you ought to be more righteous, like us.”  I think the Lord is saying something like this:  “The Edomites are getting what they deserve; you are not.  Why?  Only because, by My grace and love, I have chosen you to be my bride.  I made a vow, and I have kept it, in spite of the fact that you’ve cheated on Me over and over again.  ‘I have loved you with an everlasting love; therefore I have continued my faithfulness to you.’”

IV.
Well,  what can we learn from this?

In some ways, our situation is different today.  We are not Israel.  We are no longer under the Mosaic Law.  But we are a party to the blessings of the Abrahamic Covenant.  Namely, through the line of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob came the King, Jesus Christ, humble, riding on a donkey into Jerusalem to His death on a cross.
Jesus presents Himself as the Groom, and graciously promises eternal life with Him to all who will simply believe Him for it.  His wedding gift to us is His very life, offered up on the cross to pay for our spiritual adultery.  The New Testament refers to all believers, both Jew and Gentile, as His bride, the Church.  We are living testimonies that “Great is the LORD beyond the border of Israel!”
As His bride, we are every bit as prone to wander as Israel was, especially when we begin  to selfishly expect more from God than what we got.  Because of our selfish expectations, we get disappointed with God, and start questioning and wandering.  One Bible scholar explains it  this way:
When we sin we are responding to the voice from some false lover who is offering us happiness or love or security or provision or significance or justice or even righteousness.   And when we say yes to that false lover we are running into a spiritually adulterous liaison.   We are not just doing something bad, we are taking our eyes off our all-sufficient, all-loving Husband.  We are rejecting and insulting His love.  We are not trusting him but turning away from him.  And he sees it.  We commit our adultery in full view, and he is wounded.

As believers, our spiritual adultery wounds the Lord, our Husband.

But  will He divorce us?  Will He break the vow He made to us to have eternal life with Him?  Will He take back the wedding gift given freely when we first believed?

Or will the Lord take us back when we wound Him?  Will He forgive us?  
By His grace, He already has.  By His grace, eternal life can never be lost.  By His grace,  Hebrews 13:5 tells us: 
ESV Hebrews 13:5 . . . he has said, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.”
This is amazing grace.  How can it be?  Paul reminds us in  Romans 9:16:

ESV Romans 9:16 . . . it depends not on human will or exertion, but on God, who has mercy.

Our Groom is just waiting for us, His bride, to run back down the aisle to Him.  To abandon the selfish expectations that have lured us to empty one-night stands.  To return to the promises of our Husband.  He is waiting for us to run down the aisle again.  In fact, that’s  the big idea of my message:  Run down the aisle.

It’s a metaphorical way of saying, pin your hopes to His gracious promises, not your selfish expectations.  Run down the aisle.  Put on the wedding dress, and run down the aisle.  Put on the ring, and run down the aisle.  Run down the aisle to His grace.
Wedding Dress

By Derek Webb

If you could love me as a wife

And for my wedding gift, your life

Should that be all I’ll ever need

Or is there more I’m looking for

And should I read between the lines

And look for blessings in disguise

To make me handsome, rich, and wise

Is that really what you want

(Chorus)

I am a whore I do confess

But I put you on just like a wedding dress

And I run down the aisle

And I run down the aisle

I’m a prodigal with no way home

But I put you on just like a ring of gold

And I run down the aisle to you

So could you love this bastard child

Though I don’t trust you to provide

With one hand in a pot of gold

And with the other in your side

I am so easily satisfied

By the call of lovers less wild

That I would take a little cash

Over your very flesh and blood

Because money cannot buy

A husband’s jealous eye

When you have knowingly deceived his wife
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