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The Book of Malachi is small but important. This prophet spoke at a time 
when the people were unhappy with their condition, and ministered to a com- 
munity that was spiritually disappointed and had practically lost faith in God 
(1:2). The people of Israel had returned to their land with high expectations and 
hopes of a glorious future, but the return from exile in Babylon had not restored 
the glories of the past and had not ushered in the messianic age as promised by 
the prophets. Soon the returnees had to face the realities of a hostile land and 
the problems of restoring a nation devastated by the blight of war. A severe 
drought had destroyed their crops and increased their unhappiness. The 
economic condition of the nation at the time of Malachi was so difficult that 
some of the poor had to mortgage their fields and sell their own children to pay 
their taxes (Neh. 5:1-5).

The situation was so out of focus with those promises of restoration pro- 
claimed by the pre-exilic prophets that the people became despondent and negli- 
gent about the religious demands of the Lord (3 :14). To many, the Lord seemed 
unjust toward Israel: the nation continued to be under the subjugation of a for- 
eign power, the drought was devastating the community, and the evil-doers 
prospered. Some of the people began to doubt the justice of God and to believe 
that He was unable to deal with the wicked. Also, they began to question the 
necessity of maintaining the Temple of the Lord and its service. The community 
developed a spirit of indifference. The priests became lax in their duties and 
moral laxity prevailed among the population in general. The problems of di- 
vorce, mixed marriages, empty worship, perfunctory services, and the disregard 
for the word of the Lord threatened to destroy Israel's distinct characteristic as 
the people of God.
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Malachi appeared proclaiming the word of the Lord at a time of great despoil- 
dency in the life of Israel. He refused to accept the popular view that the Lord 

,3:10-12) was unjust to Israel. He proclaimed that the Lord blesses faithfulness 
20) and punishes unfaithfulness (2:2-3; 3:19). He said that God had a special 

relationship with Israel in the past. When Israel sinned against the Lord, He did 
not punish Israel as he had punished Edom (1:3). Instead, He had forgiven them.
The Lord had acted with Israel as a loving father acts toward his son.

According to Malachi, the Lord desired to bless the nation if the people were 
willing to change their ways and return to Him. The prophet exhorted the people 
to live a life of religious commitment and moral responsibility. His book is a 
call to Israel to rekindle the fires of faith.1 Because the nation had a special 
relationship with the Lord, Israel should maintain the purity of its worship and 
its distinctiveness as the elected people of God. The purpose of this article is to 
provide an overview of the prophet and the historical situation that serves as the
context for his ministry.

THE NAME MALACHI

my messenger" or "my an-]" מלאכי The name Malachi comes from the word 
does not appear in any other place in the Bible as a מלאך gel"]. The word 

proper name. When it does occur, it generally appears in the context of God’s 
revelation to men and women in Israel in the form of the angel [messenger] of 

Behold\ I  am sending a׳ :The Lord. For instance, The Lord promised Moses 
before you, to guard you on the way and ίο bring you to the ]מלאך[ messenger 

place which I  have prepared, (Ex. 23:20).2 When Jacob blessed Manasseh and 
Ephraim, the two sons of Joseph, he invoked God’s blessing upon them and in 

with God Himself: The God who has been מלאך the process he equated the 
who is [ ]מלאך shepherding me from the very beginning unto this day, the angel 

redeeming me from all evils, bless the lads1 (Gen. 48:15-16). This parallel ex- 
pression was Jacob's wish that the God who, as an angel, had protected him, 
would also be the protector of the sons of Joseph. For this reason» scholars to- 

day are divided about whether Malachi should be regarded as a proper name or
as a title given to an unknown prophet
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Some scholars regard the Book of Malachi as part of the anonymous prophe- 
cies that begin in Zechariah 9:1. Zechariah 9:1, 12:1, and Malachi 1:1 begin 

means a prophetic oracle and should משא with the title "An Oracle." The word 
be understood as a title in both Zechariah and Malachi.5 However, although 

should be taken as a heading of the Book of Malachi, it is by no means משא 
clear how to relate Malachi to the second part of the book of Zechariah. To af- 

firm that the heading was added to distinguish Malachi from the oracles of 
Zechariah, or to complete the number of prophets to 12, is to argue without con-
Crete evidence.

Other scholars believe that the redactor of the book identified Malachi, "My 
messenger," with the messenger of 3:1. This identification, however, demands 
that v. 1 read: The words o f the Lord to Israel by the hand of His messenger. 
The Septuagint adopted this reading and thereby identified Malachi with the 
messenger of 3:1. However, this interpretation stands in contradiction to the
message of the book. As Childs said:

Such an identification wreaks havoc with the entire message of the book. If 
an editor believed that the prophet himself had already functioned as the 
announced eschatological figure in preparing the way of the Lord, then he 
misunderstood completely the prophetic hope expressed elsewhere with the

4(.62:10 ,57:14 ,40:3 .same formula (cf. Isa 
Those scholars who accept Malachi as a proper name insist that all the pro- 

phetic books have a heading introducing the authors. The strongest argument for 
is an מלאכי of יי", the view that Malachi is a proper name is the belief that the 

abbreviation for the name of the Lord.5 In such a case, the name of the prophet 
both names should be translated "the messenger of מלאכי; or מלאכיהו would be 

the Lord."6 The superscription of the Septuagint seems to support the interpre- 
is an abbreviation for the name of the Lord. Many מלאכי in "י" tation that the 

scholars, however, agree that a reconstruction of the name Malachi with a theo- 
phoric name compounded with the name of the Lord is very dubious.

Jewish tradition is by no means unanimous in the identification of Malachi. 
The translators of the Septuagint, the earliest translation of the Hebrew Bible 
into Greek, reflected the views common in the second century BCE. The Greek 
title of the book is Maxaxias, which would presuppose a proper name
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messenger of the Lord." However, the first verse is rendered as "The burden of" 
the word of the Lord to Israel by the hand of His messenger," using the word as
a title rather than a proper name, 

appears four times in the Book of Malachi. In the first occur- מלאך The word 
is used to describe the bearer, of the word of the Lord. The 1:1, מלאך rence, in 

bearer of the word is the prophet himself. In 2:7 the priest, the one who shares 
in the Lord's covenant with Levi (2:4), is the messenger of the Lord from whose 
mouth the people will seek instruction. In 3:1 the messenger is the forerunner of 

is מלאך the Lord who will come to purify the priesthood. Then, again in 3:1, the 
the "messenger of the covenant." However, who this "messenger of the cove- 
nant" was, the context does not indicate. Scholars have interpreted this enig- 
matic passage in different ways.7 The poetical parallelism suggests that the mes- 

senger is the Lord Himself, while 2:4,7 identifies the priest as the messenger of 
the covenant. The relationship between "messenger" and "covenant" in this 
context also suggests a priestly figure.8 Thus, the book plays with the word 

"messenger." The messenger appears as the prophet, as the ideal priest, and as 
9.the forerunner of the Lord who will purify the priesthood 

Considering that Malachi was one of the last in a long list of prophetic fig- 
ures who appears in the pages in the Bible, and considering that he had many 
confrontations with the priests and the people of Jerusalem, it is surprising that 
Jewish tradition is less than unanimous in identifying Malachi as a proper name. 
Thus, although it cannot be maintained with certainty that there was an individ- 

ual whose name was Malachi, it can be said with all assurance that an unknown 
prophet whom we call Malachi made an impact on the society of his day. 
Nothing is known about his family, but his oracles testify that he was a true 
prophet, sent by the Lord to minister to His people at a very difficult time in the
life of Israel.

DATE OF COMPOSITION

The Book of Malachi gives evidence that Israel was going through a difficult 
time in its history. The people of Israel were facing a severe economic crisis. 
Times were difficult and faith was at a premium. Malachi came preaching at a 

-time when prophetic influence was waning in Israel. A few years later, the peo
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pie of Israel lamented, We do not see our signs; there is no longer any prophet, 
and there is none among us who knows how long (Ps. 74:9), By the time of the 
Maccabean revolution, the Hellenization of the Jews was considered by the 
writer of I Maccabees to have been the greatest distress to happen to Israel 

"since the time the prophets ceased to appear" in Israel.10 Neither the Book of 
Malachi nor any other biblical text provides an indication of the date for the 
ministry of the prophet. The date has to be deduced from the content of the 
book. The economic, political, social, and religious conditions reflected in the 
book indicate that it was composed in the first half of the fifth century BCE. 
Malachi provides several references to the situation reflected in the Books of
Ezra and Nehemiah. 

given to the governor in v. 1:8, corresponds to the title used by פחה The name 
the Persians to describe the governor of this period (Hag. 1:1); hence, the book 
could not have been written during the time of Nehemiah. Nehemiah was never 

a Persian word תרשתא, when he was in office, but only as פחה referred to as the 
meaning "the revered one" (Ezra 2:63; Neh, 7:65). Verse 1:10 presupposes that 
the Temple had been restored and dedicated. This indicates a time subsequent to 

516 BCE, when the Temple was rededicated after the ministries of Haggai and 
Zechariah. According to Ezra 6:15-17, the reconstruction of the Temple was 
concluded on the third day o f the month o f Adar> in the sixth year of Darius, 
King of Persia; that is, March-April, 516 BCE, Verses 1:2-5 refers to Edom and 
its devastation as an event in the past. Archaeological evidence indicates that 
Edom was destroyed in the fifth century BCE. This reference to Edom demands 

11.not only the Persian period, but also a date closer to 450 BCE 
In the same manner, the negligence of the worship of the Lord and the con- 

tempt for the altar, an action that the prophet condemned so vehemently 
(1:10,14, 2:3, 3:4,) indicate a date that could be possible only several years after 

the dedication of the Temple, an event that was celebrated with much enthusiasm 
(Ezra 6:10). The similarities of the abuses mentioned by Malachi and those 

mentioned in the Books of Ezra and Nehemiah indicate a date around 450 BCE, 
a few years before the reforms established by Ezra and Nehemiah.12 For these 
reasons, it can be concluded that the Book of Malachi was written in the middle 
of the fifth century BCE, when the intensive religious fervor of the people had
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grown cold and at a time when participation in the cultas was without the sincere 
obedience to the Torah (1:6-8,12-13, 3:7-10,14). Some scholars have dated the 
book to the days of the Maccabees, but this view has been rejected by the ma- 
jority of scholars.

The literary style of the Book of Malachi is distinct from the other prophetic 
books. It is in the form of a disputation between the Lord and the people, with 
the prophet serving as the representative of the Lord.13 The disputation format is 
clearly discerned in the book. The debate between the Lord and the people 
opens with a statement of principle in which the Lord accuses the people, fol- 
lowed by the reply of the people or the priest The argument concludes with a 
substantiation of the original charges accompanied by the Divine rebuke and the 
threat of judgment.

HIS PROPHETIC ACTIVITY

À date of 450 for Malachi places his prophetic activity not many years after 
the great wars between the Persians and the Greeks. The political struggles of 
Xerxes I (486-465) and his defeat at the hands of the Greeks produced a new 
hope in the Jewish community, a renewed expectation of messianic intervention 
that would deliver the community from the power of the Persian government. 
But Malachi seems to be oblivious to the messianic fervor demonstrated by 
Haggai and Zechariah. Malachi does not relate his oracles to the political crisis 
in Persia. He does not proclaim the coming of a messiah nor does he speak of 
the restoration of Israel. His oracles do not mention the ingathering of the Dias- 
pora, Israel's triumph over the nations, and the exaltation of Jerusalem. Malachi 
was concerned with the relationship between the Lord and His people. He an- 
nounced that before the coming of the Day of the Lord, that great and terrible 
day, the Lord would send his messenger (3:1), who is identified in the appendix 
as Elijah (3:23).

Little is known about the political and religious conditions of the Jewish 
community between the construction of the Temple in 516 and the appearance of 
Malachi around 450. Two things, however, can be said with certainty. First, 
when Malachi began his prophetic ministry, the people were facing a crisis of 
faith. The unrealized political hopes of the community created a crisis of faith
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and trust in the words of the Lord. The people had become indifferent to the 
demands of the Lord and complacent about the religions traditions of the nation.

Second, although Haggai had promised that God would bless the nation and 
relieve its pressing economic problems (Hag. 2:18-19), the situation did not 
change. Even though the Temple was finished, the community was still in a dif- 
ficult economic condition. The messianic expectation centered around Zerabba- 
be! was not fulfilled. Malachi came to minister to a community that doubted the 
Lord’s commitment to bless the nation and cause it to prosper. The political 
setback and the religious disappointment experienced by the community created 
a moral and spiritual condition that threatened the religious heritage of Israel. 
The words of Malachi testify to the debased spiritual condition of the people. 
The priests, unhappy with their duties, were offering sick, blind, and lame ani- 
mais as sacrifices to the Lord. They also failed in their obligation to teach the 
people how to observe their cultic obligations properly.

A characteristic of Malachi is his deep interest in the religious life of Israel 
The pre-exilic prophets, although interested in the cultic life of the people,

. placed emphasis on the social and ethical responsibilities of the community and 
on radical obedience to the word of God. To a certain extent, they disassociated 
themselves from the cultic life and cultic regulations, for they considered these 
areas to be the responsibility of the priests. Malachi, on the other hand, was very 
concerned with the purity of the cult and with the preservation of the proper 
rituals. For this reason, he urged the members of the community to contribute 
tithes and offerings to ensure the maintenance of the Temple and its rituals,

Another problem addressed by Malachi was the dereliction of the men of 
Israel who divorced their wives to marry foreign women. Those women were 
worshipers of foreign gods; thus, the marriages placed the distinctiveness of 
God's people in jeopardy; The laws of Deuteronomy forbade intermarriage with 
the inhabitants of Canaan (Deut. 7:3). To Malachi, the marriage of the men of 
Judah to these idolatrous women was an act of faithlessness to their wives and a 
violation of the covenant God had established with their ancestors (2:16). Di- 
vorce was not forbidden in Israel The Deuteronomic Code (24:1-4) provided 
laws to regulate divorce; yet divorce was not God's ideal (Mai 2:16). Malachi's 
condemnation of divorce went beyond the legislation of Deuteronomy. Al-
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though divorce was allowed under certain circumstances, Malachi believed in 
-2:23 the indissolubility of marriage and in the Divine ideal presented in Genesis

.24
Some people in the Judean community were oppressing the destitute and the 

indigent and were unwilling to contribute to the maintenance of the Temple and 
to present their offerings (3:6-12). These people were skeptical about the reality 
of Divine justice (2:17) and they doubted that there was any benefit in serving

(.3:13-15) God faithfully or in keeping His law 
to Israel in an hour of need. He was part ׳’Malachi was the ',messenger of God 

of the faithful minority in Israel who feared the Lord (3:16). As Kelly said:
The one source of hope for the nation in such tragic times was a faithful 

nucleus of God-fearing persons who regarded the situation with growing 
alarm. They came together regularly to speak of the Lord's goodness 
and to lend each other mutual support (3:16). They were the Israel 
within Israel through whom the great purposes of God would someday

14.be realized
Malachi understood that Israel could not fulfill its destiny unless the people 

found a sense of destiny and purpose. He preached a return to the traditions of 
the past. He exhorted priests and people to be faithful to the Covenant and its 

 teaching. He preached about the sins of the people, about the need of repen־
tance, and about the Divine judgment upon those who rejected the demands of 
the Lord. Malachi was indeed a prophet for his time and ours.
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