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TO FEAR AND SERVE: AN EXPOSITION OF MALACHI 3:13-4:3 

Malachi 3:13-4:3 concludes not only Malachi’s prophecy1, but also the Old 

Testament.2 This passage is the last of six disputations is leveled against Israel. Already five 

times the Lord has laid an accusation before Israel to which they reply, “How have we…?” 

Having noticed the apparent success of the evil among them, some Israelites have mistaken this 

earthly success for divine blessing. This led some to falsely claim that service to God was an 

exercise in futility. The Lord expresses his ardent displeasure with this claim. Those who feared 

him are then shown their reward for faithful service as belonging to God and being spared from 

his wrath on the final day. This paper will argue that those who fear and serve God do so not in 

vain, but will be his treasured possession whom he will spare on the final day while the wicked 

face his fiery wrath.  

The paper will be divided into four major sections. The first section will address the 

relevant contextual material. The three subsequent sections will seek to show how the text is 

unified around the thesis. First, “The Lord’s Disputation” will address 3:13-15. Second, “The 

Lord’s Possession” will address 3:16-18. And, finally, “The Lord’s Judgment” will address 4:1-3.  

                                                 
 

1The authenticity of verses 4-6 is debated among scholars. See Pieter Verhoef, The Books of Haggai and 
Malachi, Eerdman’s Classic Biblical Commentaries, (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2018), 337-338. 

2Commenting on the arrangement of books between the Greek, English, and Hebrew Old Testaments, 
Mark Dever writes, “unlike the Greek Old Testament (the Septuagint) and the English Old Testament, the original 
Hebrew Bible places the books of the Old Testament in a different order. The prophets appear earlier in its canon. 
But all three versions understand that Malachi represents the last prophetic book of the Bible. In that sense, Malachi 
really ends the Old Testament, no matter how the particular Bible you are studying orders the books.” Mark Dever, 
The Message of the Old Testament: Promises Made (Wheaton: Crossway, 2006), 927. 
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Context 

Both the authorship and dating of Malachi are uncertain matters. Positions on the 

precise identity of Malachi, which means “my messenger,” include the proper name of the 

prophet, the title of the prophet, the surname of Ezra3, or even an angel.4 Most commonly it is 

held that Malachi is the proper name of the prophet. Whoever he might be it is clear he was a 

prophet of the Lord with a message from him.  

Malachi was written sometime after the return of the Jews to the land from exile. The 

specific date is uncertain, but it is generally held to be written in the mid-fifth century B.C. Joyce 

Baldwin asserts that based on internal evidence of Malachi and similar social conditions of Ezra-

Nehemiah “Malachi belongs to the same approximate period as Ezra and Nehemiah.”5 The time 

of Ezra and Nehemiah was a time of rebuilding and reorienting of life back in the promised land. 

Frustration and difficulty, unfortunately, led to deep issues that Malachi would be called upon to 

address.  

Malachi is based around six disputations between the Lord and Israel. The imagery 

used most often is that of a court room drama. Consensus is held around the structure of these 

disputes. The first is 1:2-5; the second is 1:6-2:9; the third is 2:10-16; the fourth is 2:17-3:5; the 

fifth is 3:6-12; and the sixth is 3:13-4:3. Mark Dever summarizes them as follows: “The central 

disputes-disputes 3 and 4-focus on how the people of Israel were treating one another. Disputes 2 

and 5 focus on how the people of Israel were dealing with their own lives. And disputes 1 and 6 

focus on how the people regarded God.”6 Each disputation is a difficult word to hear, but 

necessary to correct Israel’s covenant unfaithfulness. The sixth disputation at last brings words of 

hope and salvation alongside those of final judgment.   

                                                 
 

3John Calvin, Calvin’s Commentaries, vol. 15, trans. John Owen, (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2009), 
459. 

4Verhoef, 154. 

5Joyce Baldwin, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale Old 
Testament Commentaries, vol. 24, ed. D.J. Wiseman, (Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity, 1972), 213. 

6Dever, 927-928.  
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The Lord’s Disputation: 3:13-15 

This first section will address the Lord’s dispute with Israel and their claim that it is 

vain to serve him. Whereas disputes two through five concern actions against one another and 

towards God, this and the first dispute concern the content of their words toward God. Given the 

power of words emphasized in Scripture there is a seriousness in these disputes that sets them 

apart from the others. Understanding Yahweh’s displeasure towards these words against him will 

prove the first part of the thesis that those who fear and serve God do so not in vain.  

Verse 13  

The passage begins with the Lord’s explicit displeasure towards a portion of the 

Israelite community saying, “Your words have been hard against me” (Mal 3:13 ESV). This is a 

clear indictment against them. God is not speaking against attitudes or dispositions, but against 

verbal words spoken amongst this group of people. He says their words have been “hard against 

me.” The meaning conveyed here is one of strength and violence.7 These words could be 

described as verbal punches at him to which he rightly takes personal offense. To this Israel’s 

hardened, ignorant, and arrogant hearts respond saying, “How have we spoken against you?” So 

unaware of and blinded by their sin they do not realize their sovereign God has heard their 

words. But he has, and he is not pleased.  

Verse 14 

Vain to serve God. What exactly were these hard words spoken against the Lord? 

Israel has said, “It is vain to serve God. What is the profit of our keeping his charge or of 

walking as in mourning before the LORD of hosts?” The depth of their depravity is here put on 

display. Some of God’s own covenant people are claiming that it is worthless to serve him and 

                                                 
 

7T.V. Moore, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi, Geneva Series of Commentaries, (1856: repr., 
Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1993), 392.  



4 
 

questioning their obedience to him. In saying “it is vain to serve God” and asking, “What is the 

profit,” they are saying their obedience is empty of any reward. They receive nothing from it. 

They are looking for earthly rewards rather than future or eternal.  

Relationship to Deuteronomy 6. By saying these words, they are forgetting their 

identity, their Scriptures, and all that the Lord had done for them. Specifically, they are forgetting 

Deuteronomy 6. Moses writes in Deuteronomy 6:13, “It is the LORD your God whom you shall 

fear. Him you shall serve and by his name you shall swear.” This is the threefold charge they had 

been given: fear him, serve him, and swear by him. No command of God is given or fulfilled in 

vain despite what these Israelites believed. “What is the profit of keeping his charge…?” they 

ask. Again, Moses writes, “you shall do what is right and good in the sight of the LORD, that it 

may go well with you” (Deut 6:18). The Lord explicitly told them why they should obey him. 

First, they should obey him because he is God. But, second, they should obey him that it would 

go well with them. He gave them a promise to bolster their obedience, not merely a cold 

command. God’s commands are given ultimately for his glory, but also for the good of his 

people. To forget these words of Moses reveals a deep hardening of their hearts, which will be 

demonstrated further in verse 15.  

Verse 15 

Arrogant and evildoers. Verse 14 revealed the hard words against God, and now 

verse 15 reveals Israel’s reasoning for saying such words. Why do they question their service to 

God? “And now we call the arrogant blessed. Evildoers not only prosper but they put God to the 

test and they escape.” Instead of looking to God and trusting his eternal promises, these Israelites 

have turned their eyes to the arrogant and evildoers. These wicked people seem to have been the 

recipients of divine blessing. Not only that, they have tested God and escaped. This is 

unfathomable to them. Their service to God has brought them nothing they say in verse 14, yet 

the arrogant are blessed and evildoers are prosperous. This immense frustration is what led them 

to believe their service to God was in vain and of no profit.  
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Relationship to Deuteronomy 6. Whereas verse 14 showed how they had forgotten 

the words of Moses that would condemn them, they now remember his words in Deuteronomy 

6:16 that condemn these evildoers. Moses instructed them saying, “You shall not put the LORD 

your God to the test, as you tested him at Massah.” The evildoers who put God to the test were 

clearly breaching the commandment given by God and they knew it. It is understandable that this 

would frustrate them, but it again reveals that their focus is on the earthly aspect rather than 

future. Despite their frustrations at God he would reveal to them the final judgment awaiting the 

arrogant and evildoers.  

In summary, this section has demonstrated the Lord’s displeasure with the claim that it 

is vain to serve him, and the dangers of comparing oneself to others and forgetting God’s word. 

Those who serve the Lord do so not in vain. The following sections will expound on the 

immense blessing found in service to God and the impending judgment upon the arrogant and 

evildoers.   

The Lord’s Possession: 3:16-18 

This section will address the Lord’s comforting words to those who feared him 

amongst the wicked who did not. Here the Lord will be seen to enumerate multiple blessings that 

await his faith and fearing servants. Furthermore, it will prove the second part of the thesis that 

the Lord will take into his possession those who fear him and spare them as a son on the final 

day.  

Verse 16 

Those who feared the LORD. There is now a contrast among the Israelites arising in 

the passage. The first group is comprised of those individuals who have complained against God. 

The second group introduced here is comprised of “those who feared the LORD.” Both groups 

are speaking groups. The first group spoke ill of the Lord to one another as seen previously. This 

second group, however, spoke to one another in a much different manner. While the content of 
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their speech is not revealed, their characterization as God-fearers implies that their speech is 

honoring to God. Iain Duguid and Matthew Harmon helpfully note of fearful servants that  

this does not mean that they never question what God is up to in this world. The Psalms 
demonstrate that it is perfectly possible—indeed, common—for those who fear God and 
honor him to wrestle with him, question him, and complain and cry out to him…From these 
God-fearing people, however, such questions and complaints flow toward God, prompted 
by their faith in God’s power and his love.8   

To fear God means, in part, to honor him with our speech, not to complain of vain service to him. 

Furthermore, to fear God means to serve him. The passage will make this clear in later 

verses by linking together multiple characterizations of God-fearers. The focus of the dispute is 

vain service to God, but then there is a shift in this verse to fear and esteem of him. To fear him 

without service to him is hypocritical. To serve him without fearing him is irrational. They are 

inseparable categories.  

The LORD paid attention. Then it is said, “The LORD paid attention and heard 

them.” While God clearly heard the words of those who spoke ill of him, this is a markedly 

different hearing of those who feared him. Only in the case of the God-fearers is “God’s attention 

made explicit.”9 This is because of his covenant relationship to them. God’s covenant people are 

the recipients of his blessings and promises. They receive his covenant love. And, in this sense, 

they receive his covenant hearing. He hears them in a way that is marked by care and love. Those 

who saw their service as vain were missing out on the incredible blessing of God’s attentive ear. 

If they would fear and serve him then they too would receive this blessing. It is also true that 

those arrogant and evildoers were not heard by God in this way no matter what earthly good they 

may have attained. No earthly prosperity can compare to having the attentive ear of the God of 

the universe.  

                                                 
 

8Iain M. Duguid and Matthew P. Harmon, Zephaniah, Haggai, and Malachi, Reformed Expository 
Commentary, ed. Richard D. Phillips and Phillip Graham Ryken, (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2018), 175.  

9E. Ray Clendenen, Malachi, in vol. 21A of The New American Commentary, ed. Ray Clendenen 
(Nashville: B&H Publishing, 2004), 442. 
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The book of remembrance. Those who fear and esteem God have their names 

recorded in a “book of remembrance.” Such books were common in ancient times and are 

mentioned elsewhere in Scripture. Esther 6:1 mentions a “book of memorable deeds.” Daniel 

7:10 could also be speaking to similar books. T.V. Moore writes, “The faintest whisper they utter 

in the ears of each other will be heard and recorded in heaven.”10 This book of remembrance 

proves to the faithful that their fear and service would be both remembered and rewarded, though 

that was the least of their rewards. Again, service to God is not done in vain.  

Verse 17 

My Treasured Possession. Verse 17 records what is perhaps the most precious reward 

to those who fear and serve him: possession by God. The great Puritan writer and pastor Thomas 

Watson says that this itself is the reward.11 “They shall be mine, says the LORD of hosts, in the 

day when I make up my treasured possession.” This is an echo of a promise made previously to 

the Israelites in earlier Scriptures. The LORD says in Exodus 19:5, “Now therefore, if you will 

indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among all 

the peoples, for all the earth is mine.” And, in Deuteronomy 7:6, Moses reminds them of this: 

“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 earth.”12 This promise 

is also echoed in the New Testament by Peter in First Peter 2:9. This promise further 

demonstrates God’s covenant love with his people Israel. Despite their rebellion that led to their 

exile, he remains faithful to them by promising to take possession of them in the final day. If the 

promise ended with “They will be mine,” that would be enough to garner the fear and service of 

all people, but he goes further. It says they will be his “treasured possession.” His possession is 

                                                 
 

10 Moore, 395.  

11 Thomas Watson, The Great Gain of Godliness: Practical Notes on Malachi 3:16-18, (1682: repr., 
Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 2012), 119.  

12This promise is echoed again in Deuteronomy 14:2 and 26:18.  



8 
 

not one of cold-hearted apathy, but one of warmth and protection for those who fear and serve 

him.  

Spared as a Son. Those whom God has taken as his own will then be spared on the 

final day he says. He makes a comparison to an earthly father who spares a son who faithfully 

serves him. A loving father would never bring his wrath upon a faithful son. If this is true of an 

earthly father, it is infinitely truer of God. Not only does he take them as his own, but he will 

spare them from the wrath to come seen in 4:1.  

Verse 18 

This section concludes with verse 18 as the Lord describes the ultimate distinction he 

will make on the final day: “Then once more you shall see the distinction between the righteous 

and the wicked, between one who serves God and one who does not serve him.” The 

complainers against God saw no distinction between those who served God and those who did 

not.13 That was the driving force behind their complaint and to their own demise there will be a 

distinction made, if they do not repent. Another description is given to the faithful servants of 

God. Those who fear, esteem, serve, and belong to him are here seen as the righteous ones on the 

final day. Looking back once more to Deuteronomy 6, verse 25 says, “And it will be 

righteousness for us, if we are careful to do all this commandment before the LORD our God, as 

he has commanded us.” If they obey his command to fear and serve him, it will be righteousness 

for them. Those previously seen as arrogant and evildoers who do not serve God are now 

described as the wicked. Their judgment awaits them on the final day.  

This section has laid the foundation of the claim that service to God is not in vain. It is 

indeed full of eternal reward and blessing found in being God’s treasured possession. Those who 

serve him are the righteous ones, while those who do not serve him are the wicked ones.   

                                                 
 

13 Calvin, 612.  
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The Lord’s Judgment: 4:1-3 

The final section of the passage further details the final of the Lord and what awaits 

those who have served him and those who have not. The arrogant and evildoers seen in verse 15 

are finally judged eternally and the righteous receive even more reward. The thesis will now be 

fully grounded as the wicked meet the fiery wrath of God.  

Verse 1 

The final day of the Lord already alluded to in 3:2 and 5 is now described in graphic 

detail. The first detail given is the promise of its coming, which is repeated later in the verse. 

This day is not theoretical or hypothetical. It is a literal day to come in the future. This truth 

brings both hope and despair, for this day brings both salvation and judgment. For the righteous 

it is a glorious day. For the wicked it is a terrifying day. God is true to his word and this day will 

come to pass.  

The next detail is a description of this day as a “burning oven.” The final day of the 

Lord will be one of great wrath against the wicked. God’s wrath is often described as fire in 

Scripture. Here is no different. This burning oven of his wrath will reduce the arrogant and 

evildoers to mere stubble. What will be left of them is worthless. They will be set ablaze and left 

with “neither root nor branch.” If a tree or plant has neither root nor branch, it has nothing. It has 

ceased to exist. There is no life left within it.  

Verse 2  

Sun of Righteousness. Contrasted against the fiery destruction of the arrogant and 

evildoers is the sparing of the righteous promised in 3:17. “But for you who fear my name, the 

sun of righteousness shall rise with healing in its wings” (Mal 4:2). The God-fearing Israelites 

will be met not with judgment on that day, but with final healing in the rising sun of 

righteousness. Adding to the promise of being God’s treasured possession and being spared on 

this day, they are now told they will receive healing. Those who claimed service to God was in 

vain would surely be reconsidering their claims by now. If such a claim was not clearly foolish to 
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begin with, the Lord has brought such clarity to the matter that to maintain that position would be 

insanity.   

Leaping like calves. Baldwin writes, “Like calves released from their stall into the 

sunlight they will leap about with sheer relief and exuberance that right has triumphed.” The 

righteous will leap with joy celebrating the victory and vindication of God’s holiness. Moore 

elaborates further on this notion of joy saying, “To leap as a young animal, which after 

confinement exults in the joyousness of freedom, is a striking image of the joy that the righteous 

shall feel after being kept so long waiting for deliverance.”14 Such a contrast this is to that of the 

wicked who have been reduced to stubble and ash.  

This verse brings into view the final reward of the righteous on that final day of 

judgment. They who belong to the Lord will be spared his wrath, and find healing and joy amidst 

the destruction of the wicked.  

Verse 3 

Finally, in 4:3 the righteous are seen not only as recipients of God’s blessing, but as 

those who would tread upon the ashes of the wicked. The burning oven described in 4:1 has 

reduced them not merely to stubble, but to ash. As the wicked are the seed of the serpent, and the 

righteous the seed of the woman, there is a partial fulfillment seen here of Genesis 3:15. God 

promised there that the seed of the woman would crush the head of the seed of the serpent. 

Ultimately, this fulfillment is seen in Christ, but his people share in its fulfillment described here 

in Malachi. Again, the certainty of this day is seen when God says, “on the day when I act.” He 

brings confidence and hope to his people when he says this. This promise is yet to be fulfilled so 

it brings hope to believers today, not only to Malachi’s hearers.  

This section has brought final evidence to establish the last piece of the thesis that 

those who fear and serve God do so not in vain, but will be his treasured possession whom he 

                                                 
 

14 Moore, 400. 
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will spare on the final day while the wicked face his fiery wrath. God promises his final 

judgment to come upon the wicked and his sparing for the righteous.  

Conclusion 

Through the systematic examination of Malachi 3:13-4:3 it has been made clear that 

the thesis set forth in the introduction of the paper is true. Service to God is not in vain as 

expressed in his rebuke to that claim, his promise of possession and sparing of the righteous, and 

the destruction of the wicked.  This passage is one of great hope to those who fear and serve God 

and one of great warning to those who do not. May this paper serve to echo those truths.   

*Honor Code: I have written this paper exclusively for [course number]. If I received any editing 
or proofreading advice, I have made all such corrections myself. I have also documented each 
paraphrase, direct quotation, and borrowed idea in compliance with the Turabian and SBTS style 
manuals.
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