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Malachi 3:6-12 

“Finding God in Hard Times” 
 

     Culture impacts our lives.  It shapes the way we feel, think and act.  Take coffee, for 

example.  Taylor Clark writes a 2007 released book entitled “Starbucked:  A Double Tale 

of Caffeine, Commerce and Culture.”  He writes about when coffee was first introduced 

and became popular in 17
th

 century Europe. 

 

     Strangely enough, some of coffees biggest early boosters were religious conservatives.  

Many members of the clergy clamored for widespread coffee use because they were 

annoyed that so many parishioners fell asleep during their sermons.  The Puritans in 

particular campaigned for coffee as a great soberer and as a promoter of the mental effort 

necessary to understand the Bible’s teachings.  (As a bonus, they also thought it killed the 

libido.) 

 

     Indeed because of our proclivity to wander, to fall asleep, to easily be distracted, 

constant reminders and promptings are required to stay focused.  The prophet Malachi is 

God’s chosen instrument to do just that.  The people are crowding God to the margins of 

their lives and in the process becoming preoccupied with themselves.  We witness this in 

their questions in response to God’s charges.  “How shall we return?”  They didn’t even 

realize that they had gotten lost!  Are we any different?  God said, “You are robbing me.”  

The people respond, “How are we robbing you?”  Sin has the power to blind us.  

Jeremiah writes, “The heart is deceitful above all things, who can understand it?”  

(Jeremiah 17:9) 

 

     And so Malachi opens with the Lord’s words to a faithless people.  No matter how far 

we wander, how faithless we become, God remains faithful to us.  St. Augustine could 

write in his “Confessions,” “God, when I wasn’t with you, you were with me.”  An old 

Moravian prayer goes like this, “Father, through your Son we have learned that grace is 

when you give us what we don’t deserve, mercy is when you don’t give us what we do 

deserve.” 

 

     Even as the people complained of God’s desertion of them, God counters with grace 

and mercy;  “From the days of your fathers you have turned aside from my statutes and 

not kept them.  Return to me, and I will return to you, says the Lord of Hosts”  

(Malachi 3:7)  All of life is grounded in a relationship of grace, God’s grace. 

 

     Unwanted and challenging circumstances in life have a way of dulling God’s loving 

nature and character as One who loves.  Certainly the crop failures and difficult economic 

times cast doubts upon God’s faithfulness.  And it is no less true today.  God’s judgment 

is executed in time, but generally it is a result of what we do to ourselves.  And 

sometimes not.  But in every situation God is working one angle alone and that is to draw 

us back into His loving arms.  God wants us home. 

 



     The waves that brought destruction and devastation to Southeast Asia in late 2004 

brought change to the people living along the coast – not all of which was bad.  Since the 

tsunami, there has been significant church growth among the Urak Lawoi (the “Sea 

Gypsies,”),  who have in the past been slow to respond to the Christian message. 

 

     United Bible Societies Translation Consultant, Dr. Stephen Pattemore, speaking from 

Thailand, says there has been a new receptiveness to the Bible message in the past few 

years;  “In living memory, the sea has been their only source of livelihood, but now it can 

no longer be trusted, and anxious eyes are watching from the beach at all times.  Perhaps 

this fracture of their worldview has led to their greater openness to the liberating message 

of the love of God.”  (After the Storm,” Record, Winter 2008, page 4) 

 

     Malachi is watching the worldview of his people open up to the possibility of God’s 

love through the economic breakdown and scarcity of their condition.  “ Return to me and 

I will return to you says the Lord of Hosts.”  In his book Lake Wobegon Days, Garrison 

Keillor writes, “Some luck lies in not getting what you thought you wanted but getting 

what you have, which once you have it you may be smart enough to see is what you 

would have wanted had you known.” 

 

     And so, in the puzzlement of God’s offer of relationship, they ask, “How have we 

robbed you?”  At least the people are staying in the conversation.  God, on His part, is 

taking them where they are.  The Lord responds to their questions, “In your tithes and 

offerings.”  Essentially…God is saying that the people are disregarding the statutes, 

which ordered the giving of a tithe and other specified offerings for the support of the 

Temple.  The storehouse of grain and other gifts support the priests and operating costs of 

the Temple, key in providing the necessary spiritual support and functions for the 

honoring and worship of God. 

 

     It is as if God is saying, “Stop putting me on the margins of your lives and trying to 

refashion me to suit your convenience.  I am the Sovereign Center, not out on the wings 

awaiting your beck and call.  Deal with me as I am, not as you imagine or wish me to 

be.”  As such, the prophetic voice is not always pleasant to hear.  Through Malachi God 

is separating the people from their culture and calling them back to simple faith, and 

obedience and worship.  The people are caught up in the ways of the world and are losing 

the ability to discern the difference between their world and the ways of God’s kingdom 

world. 

 

     The issue of failing to give the proper tithes and offerings is symbolic of our ultimate 

refusal to let God be God in our lives.  If we want anything to do with God, we must fit in 

to Him.   At a Wednesday evening church meeting, a very wealthy man gave his 

testimony.  “I’m a millionaire, and I attribute it all to the rich blessings of God in my life.  

I can still remember the turning point in my life, like it was yesterday.  I had just earned 

my first dollar and I went to a church meeting that night.  The speaker was a missionary 

who told about his work.  I knew that I only had a dollar bill and had to either give it all 

to God’s work or nothing at all.  So at that moment I decided to give my whole dollar to 

God.  I believed God blessed that decision, and this is why I am a rich man today.” 



 

 

     As he finished, it was clear that everyone had been moved by this man’s story.  But, as 

he took his seat, an elderly lady sitting in the same pew leaned over and said, “Wonderful 

story!  I dare you to do it again!” 

 

     It’s not natural. Our tendency is to hoard, especially in times of scarcity, rather than to 

extend the hand of generosity.  God challenges us; “Bring the full tithes into the 

storehouse, that there may be goods in my house; and thereby put me to the test, says the 

Lord of Hosts, if I will not open the windows of heaven for you and pour down for you 

an overflowing blessing.”  

(Malachi 3:10) 

 

     Understand, this is not a health, wealth and prosperity text that is saying if you give 

10%, God will return you 20%.  The word “robbery” in Hebrew is describing the 

peoples’ actions.  They are regarding the land and what they possess as theirs, not God’s.  

 

Psalm 50:10-12 proclaims God’s sovereign ownership; “For every wild animal of the 

forest is mine, the cattle on a thousand hills.  I know all the birds of the air, and all that 

moves in the field is mine.  If I were hungry, I would not tell you, for the world and all 

that is in it is mine.” 

 

     God’s mantra is, “Test my generosity, you won’t be disappointed.”  Jesus says it this 

way:  “Happy are those who hunger and thirst for what is right.  They shall be satisfied.”  

“I am the Bread of Life.  He or she who comes to me will never be hungry; he or she who 

believes in me will never thirst.”  Don’t hoard.  Trust. Unclench your fists. Open them up 

in generosity.  Trust me. 

 

     In his book on Jeremiah, Run With the Horses, Eugene Peterson has us consider what 

the birds do.  Birds can walk; they have talons which can grasp a branch securely.  But 

flying is their characteristic action.  When flying, they are living at their best, gracefully 

and beautifully.  Giving is what we do best as people indwelt by the living Spirit of 

Christ, the Holy Spirit.  God gives Himself.  We are given away to our families, our 

friends, neighbors and the world.  Our lives are for others.  Part of the baptismal liturgy 

affirms this claim of God upon us.  “In baptism God claims us, and seals us to show that 

we belong to God.  God frees us from sin and death, uniting us with Jesus Christ in his 

death and resurrection. By water and the Holy Spirit, we are made members of the 

church, the body of Christ, and joined to Christ’s ministry of love, peace, and justice.”  

(Book of Common Worship, PCUSA, pp. 404-05) 

 

     That is why Jesus judges the one talent person so harshly, the one who refused to test 

God’s generosity and simply buried it into the ground.  He did it out of fear. Jesus 

conclusion?  “For to all those who have, more will be given, and they will have an 

abundance…”   And in the end, Jesus says, our faithfulness and trust will bring God glory 

in the eyes of the world around us. 

 



     What will we allow to determine our lives?  Our culture or the Living Word, 

Jesus Christ?  God passionately desires to be the One who defines our lives.  As Peterson 

writes, “We don’t think we can live generously because we have never tried.  But the 

sooner we start the better, for we are going to have to give up our lives finally, and the 

longer we wait the less time we have for the soaring and swooping life of grace.”  

(Run With the Horses, page 43.) 


