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1 Getting text in View

1.1 Select the Text

Malachi 3:8–12

1.2 Reconsider where the text begins and ends

If I were to consider where the text starts and ends, I would first wish to consider that

the whole book of Malachi is a single unit. Unfortunately, this is somewhat longer of a

reading than what people wish to hear, and a limit is important for the discussion.

“Can a man rob God” is from a list of questions, each of which has a short answer,

the single question and answer by itself is not complete, so I will include an outline of

Malachi 1:2–3:15

1.2.1 Outline

1. How have you shown love to us?1

1Malachi 1:2 (NET)
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• By giving preference to Israel (Jacob) over Edom (Esau)

2. How have we made light of your name?2

• The priests make light of God by offering improper sacrifices

3. How have we offended you?3

• Offering stolen sacrifice
• Offering inferior sacrifices

4. Why (won’t God accept our sacrifice)?4

• Because of divorce

5. How have we wearied him?5

• Calling evil good
• Asking “Where is the God of Justice?”

6. How should we return?67

7. Can a person rob God?8

• By not bringing the tithes to the storehouse
• By the “Heave offerings”

8. How have we criticized you?9

• Saying “it is useless to serve God”
• Accusing God of injustice

As it is clear that the whole list of questions, answers, and commentary10 cannot fit in a

single sermon, unless the sermon is listed to a straight reading of the text, however I

could either do a sermon series, or I could try to bring out the large context.
2Malachi 1:6 (NET)
3Malachi 1:7 (NET)
4Malachi 2:14 (NET)
5Malachi 2:17 (NET)
6Malachi 3:7 (NET)
7I question if the answer to the question is to stop doing the negitive behaviors in the rant, and start

properly using the Tithes and offerings.
8Malachi 3:8 (NET)
9Malachi 3:13 (NET)

10Malachi 1:10-14 offers some “commentary” starting with phrases such as: “I wish you would close the
temple doors”
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1.3 Establish a reliable translation of the text

I will be using the “New English Translation”, because I find it readable, and because

I have permission to use it from the copyright holders. I also like the World English

Bible (an update of the American Standard Version placed in the Public Domain.) This

being said, a quick comparison of version shows that almost all of them are effectively

the same. Exceptions are Young’s literal translation which uses “Deceived” for “rob”,11

and the Septuagint which Brenton translates as saying “Will a man insult God”. As the

literal meaning is to “kick at”, I guess it could be the obscene gesture of showing one’s

foot to God. (would a man give God the finger?)

Personally, I am comfortable using any standard translation of the text, as the only

relevant translation issue seems to be whether someone is robbing God, or if someone is

flipping God off. Either way, someone is being utterly disrespectful – and either way,

this is not the question that I hope to address in the sermon, it would however be an

interesting study for a later time.

2 Getting introduced to the text

2.1 Read the text for a basic understanding

I read the text in several translations, took a glance at original languages and lexicons,

and read the whole book. I’ve an audio copy of the “World English Bible” which I use

to hear the text.
11Robert Young, ed. Young’s literal translation of the Holy Bible. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Publishing, 1962,

1898, Malachi 3:8–9.
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2.2 Place the text in its larger context

First thing I notice about the larger context is that it is in the whole book of Malachi.

Malachi speaks very negatively about the temple system and the priesthood. It speaks

much of social justice for the helpless, and condemns the neglect of this justice.

Moving beyond the book and the larger context of when and where Malachi is

written, who was Malachi, and why was it written. The historical person Malachi is

not identifiable. His name means “messenger”, and is likely a psudonymn. Malachi

is not internally dated, (no king is mentioned), however there is internal evidence of a

date range such as the existence of a non-royal governor. Dates are rather speculative,

however there seems to be general consensus that it is in somewhere in the first half

of the fifth century. In a historical sense, this means that Malachi likely preceded the

reforms brought by Nehemiah (He and Nehemiah speak of priestly corruption). As the

temple is clearly mentioned, it also likely comes after Ezra’s rebuilding of the temple.121314

At this time, Judah is a subject of the Persian Empire (and continues to be until

Alexander the Great), and the priesthood is re-established with the permission and the

blessing of the foreign empire. A question for this period would be how much the priests

were agents of God, and how much they were an agent of foreign empire.15

Most likely the major historical issue was Eliashib’s embezzlement mentioned in

Nehemiah 13. This would make Nehemiah 13 an important part of understanding this

passage as the reader would automatically know that Eliashib was the one who robbed

God.
12Ralph L. Smith. “Micha-Malachi”. In: Word Bible Commentary. Ed. by David A. Hubbard Glenn W.

Barker John D.W. Watts. Vol. 32. Word Books, 1984, pp. 298–299.
13Andrew E. Hill. “Malachi”. In: The Anchor Bible. Ed. by William Foxwell Albright David Noel Freedman.

Vol. 25D. Doubleday, 1998, p. 51.
14Eileen M. Schuller. “Malachi”. In: The New Interpreter’s Bible. Vol. 7: Introduction To Apocalyptic Liturature.

Ed. by Michael E. Lawrence. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996, pp. 843–877, pp. 847-848.
15Julia M. O’Brien. Abingdon Old Testament Comentaries: Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah,

Malachi. Ed. by Theodore Hiebert Carol A. Newsom Kathleen O’Connor Carolyn Pressler Choon-Leong
Seow. Abingdon Press, 2004, p. 308.
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3 Attending to the text

What is the tithe?

What does it mean to rob God?

What person(s) robbed God?

How is the nation responsible for the robbery?

Do we rob God?

How does this passage fit into the rest of the book?

In what ways does this guilt go to the whole nation?

How are Tithes collected?

What is the temple storehouse? What is its history?

Are there New Testament passages with the same spirit as Malachi?

How is this passage used by the church historically?

What does it mean that there will not be enough room?

4 Testing what is heard in the text

4.1 Test the text historically

It is necessary to place the text in history in order to locate its larger context – thus, I

have already done this.

4.2 Explore the literary character of the text

Malachi is the last of the 12 “Minor” prophets. Like the others, it states clearly that it is

an Oracle, and like the prophets in general, it has a rather negative tone – the prophecy

is clearly against. Then again, like the prophets in general, there is also hope for change.
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Specifically, the prophecy is dire prophecy against the whole population of Ju-

dah/Israel, or only the religious elites. If some of it is addressed to the whole populations,

which parts?

A close look at Malachi shows that it can be roughly divided into questions and

answers. There are eight questions that begin with the phrase: “You say” and in addition,

there is also a collection of rhetorical questions. My passage is the question “Can a

person rob God?”

4.3 Explore the text theologically

This passage has a very theological question: “Can a person rob God” – the answer, you

are robbing God. . . gives the answer that God can indeed be robbed. The idea that one

can rob God is the idea that God is vulnerable. This realization begs the question: “How

is God vulnerable?” Usually we think of robbery as taking needed resources – but, we

don’t see god that way – in Psalm 50 the Psalmist writes:

8 I am not condemning you because of your sacrifices, or because of your

burnt sacrifices that you continually offer me. 9 I do not need to take a bull

from your household or goats from your sheepfolds. 10 For every wild animal

in the forest belongs to me, as well as the cattle that graze on a thousand

hills. 11 I keep track of every bird in the hills, and the insects of the field are

mine. 12 Even if I were hungry, I would not tell you, for the world and all it

contains belong to me. (Psalm 50:8–12 NET)

The way God is vulnerable is through love. Throughout Malachi, God is angry about

those who are responsible for giving care abandoning the helpless. In the New Testament,

Jesus identifies himself with the poor16 I feel that the concept of robbing God through
16see Mathew 25:31-46
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Tithes and offerings is the failure to use the Tithes to meet the needs of the helpless.

Deuteronomy speaks of the Tithes being used to feed the poor in both chapters 14 and

26. This interpretation would be theologically consistant, as God is concerned with

protecting the value of God’s image (humanity), as opposed to the accumulation of

things that God already owns.

4.4 Check out the text in commentaries

4.4.1 Theodore of Mopsuestia

Felt that Malachi came from the period of the Maccabees, and feels that the condemnation

of the priests tells of corruption that filled their line during that period. Theodore feels

that the prophet turns away from the sins of the priest to the different sin of cheating

on the tithe. Theodore notes that doing this “Robs the poor”, and points out that the

purpose of the tithe is the feeding of the poor.17

4.4.2 Caesarius of Arles

Caesarius had a interpretation of Malachi 3 which more matched American Evangelical-

ism, suggesting that God owned the 10%, and that destruction of crops was a rightful

punishment of greed. If a person insists on keeping the 10%, God will punish him by

taking the 90%. He writes what I have heard many times: “He claims only tithes for

himself and gives the whole to us.”18

17Theodore of Mopsuestia. Commentary on the Twelve Prophets. Trans. by Robert C. Hill. Vol. 108. The
Fathers of the Church. Washington DC: Catholic University of America, 2004, pp. 418-420.

18Alberto Ferreiro Thomas C. Oden, ed. Ancient Christi Commentary on Scripure: The Twelve Prophets.
Intervarsity Press, 2003, pp. 305-306.
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4.5 Thomas Aquinas

Thomas Aquinas wrote at a time when the Tithing system was institutionalized, and

tithes were clearly a government tax. Aquinas quotes Malachi 3:10 in order to show that

Tithing is a duty. For Aquinas, Tithes are mandated by natural reason. It is reasonable

that those who devote their life to ministry need something to sustain their life. He

further writes: “It is evident that Man’s obligation to pay tithes arises partially from

natural law, partly from the institution of the Church; who nevertheless. . . might ordain

the payment of some other proportion”19

4.5.1 Luther

Luther reads this passage as a condemnation against sacrilege. He compares the devotion

pagans have to “worthless idols”, and the growing indifference Jews had, and Christians

sometimes have to the Almighty God. Luther writes: “God did not say this as if He

really cared about tithes et c., Rather He says it to preserve the ministry of the Word.”

Luther further writes: “Because you suffer poverty and put the blame on Me, you are

stealing from Me what belongs to Me.”20

4.5.2 Calvin

Calvin did not exactly support the Tithing system as carrying over to the church, however

he recognized that the Tithing system kept the temple running, and fed the poor.21

Calvin interpreted the promises as God’s promise to sustain his people.22 Calvin writes

his practical application quite clearly in what way man robs God as follows:
19Thomas Aquinas. Summa Theologica. Trans. by English Dominican Province. 1920. url: http://www.

newadvent.org/summa/index.html, Second Part of the Second Part Question 87.
20Martin Luther. “Lectures On Malachi”. In: Lectures on the Minor Prophets. Ed. by Hilton C. Oswald.

Trans. by Richard J. Dinda. Vol. 18. St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1975, pp. 391–419, p. 414.
21John Calvin. Commentaries on the Twelve Minor Prophets: Zechariah and Malachi. Trans. by John Owen.

Vol. 5. Eerdmans, 1950, p. 586.
22Ibid., p. 590.
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God then, no doubt, is deprived by us of his right, when we are unkind to

the poor, and refuse them aid in their necessity. We indeed thereby wrong

men, and are cruel; but our crime is still more heinous, inasmuch as we are

unfaithful stewards; for God deals more liberally with us than with others, for

this end–that some portion of our abundance may come to the poor; and as

he consecrates to their use what we abound in, we become guilty of sacrilege

whenever we give not to our brethren what God commands us; for we know

that he engages to repay, according to what he said in Proverbs 19:17, “He

who gives to the poor lends to God”23

4.5.3 After reading commentaries

I recognize that the views express are dependent upon whether or not there is a tithing

system. If the government collects money and the clergy are public employees, the

commentator defends the system, using Malachi, if not the commentator such as Calvin

recognizes that the charge is against corruption and talks about the need to aid the poor.

At the time of this prophecy, most likely the tithes were collected by the Levites24, thus

they would be involuntary. While there might have been some tax-evasion, corruption

was more likely to be the problem. A study of the use of the Tithe tells me that at one

time there was great freedom in how to spend it25, but it was later centralized with a

temple storehouse.26 When it was centralized there was a problem with a surplus so that

grain was piled in heaps.27. Because the commentaries set a date, the word study I did

on tithing makes me think it is unlikely there was an issue with mass tax evasion – and

the range of opinions affirms my opinion that this is a politically interpreted passage.
23Ibid., p. 586.
24Nehemiah 10:37–38
25Deuteronomy 12:7-17
26II Chronicles 31:5-12
27II Chronicles 31:5-12
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5 Moving towards the sermon

5.1 State the claim of the text upon the hearers (including the preacher

The claim of the text is found in the question not mentioned: “Which person robbed

God”. I am a seminarian speaking to other seminarians – as I think that the person who

robs God is the person in power, I see this as well as the rest of the book against those

who abuse power.

Something chief to remember is that chief purpose of the church is not to maintain the

institution, nor to maintain the people in power, but to maintain the Christian community

and keep worship. We are to remember that God values the least of humanity – if we

abandon the poor, the sick and the unwanted we rob God. If we use God as power to

bully others, we rob God. We who would be leaders are those with this power – so we

must take care.
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