“Refined And Purified”

Malachi 3:1-7; 4:1,2,5

11 December 2011

I remember being a little kid and messing up.  I remember it well, because I did it a lot.  My parents would get mad at me, and I would be sent to sit in the corner, and I would cry and accuse them of not loving me.  My mom would calmly respond, “I do love you.  I love you very much.  I just don’t like you very much right now.”
The book of Malachi begins with a very similar exchange.  If you take out your Bibles, you can open up to chapter 1, verse 2.  Malachi relates the oracle he hears from God.  “I have loved you, says the Lord.”  And Malachi tells us that the people respond with the question, "How have you loved us?"  It is a challenge, an accusation; the impetuous words of a naughty child.  This is how the prophecy of Malachi begins: with God swearing love to his children, and God’s people sitting in the corner and accusing God of just the opposite.

The book of Malachi was probably written after the Israelites returned from exile.  Conquered by foreign armies, their temple destroyed, driven out into distant lands, God’s people are finally able to return to the land promised to them by God.  They’ve barely returned before they’ve started living like they never knew God in the first place.  Their memories are short.  They are being unfaithful to their relationships with each other, unfaithful to the neighbor who needs their care, unfaithful to the most vulnerable in their midst, unfaithful to their employees, and unfaithful to their God.
When God’s people are unfaithful, God responds with judgment.  And we do tend to mess up a lot.  God tells the people what they have done wrong and reminds them of the laws and promises that form their relationship.  When sin and rebellion gunk them up, God’s judgment cleans them up, sorts them out, strips them down.  And it hurts.  It hurts like cleaning out an infected wound or cutting out a cancerous growth.  But like stinging antiseptic or surgical sutures, it must be done if God’s people are going to live.  The pain of punishment leaves God’s people asking God, “How have you loved us?”  And God, through Malachi, responds: “I the Lord do not change; therefore you, O children of Jacob, have not perished”.  Their very continued existence is evidence of God’s love.  God may not like them very much right now, but God will never stop loving them.
God loves his people so much that God will do the hard work of cleaning us up.  In fact, God will never be nearer when God is refining and purifying his people.  “I will draw near to you for judgment”, God says.  God loves us enough to get close enough to smell our stink, to see our dirt, and not simply abandon us, but do something about it.  God’s judgment is a product of God’s love.  You cannot have a God of love without a God of judgment.  I have loved you, says the Lord.  I have loved you enough to not let you act this way.  I have loved you enough to do the hard work of getting you back on the right path. I have loved you enough to hear you accuse me of not loving you as I strip away your bitterness and selfishness.  

God therefore gets rid of the junk in our lives that simply doesn’t belong in the hearts and minds of one whose only God is God.  God tells us:  “I will be swift to bear witness against the sorcerers, against the adulterers, against those who swear falsely, against those who oppress the hired workers in their wages, the widow and the orphan, against those who thrust aside the alien, and do not fear me, says the Lord of hosts.”  I will draw near to you for judgment, God says, and I am indeed very, very near.
What might this look like for God’s people living 2,400 years later?  We might not think in terms of sorcerers and swearing falsely today, but still, this very day, God draws near for judgment.  God is never closer than when a so-called religious leader misleads his people with false promises.  God is never closer than when someone breaks marital vows for the guiles of power or lust.  God is never closer than when a politician signs a pledge simply to gain legislative power.  God is never closer than when a company locks out its employees during a year of record-breaking profits.  God is never closer than when meal programs for low-income children are cut in the name of fiscal responsibility.  God is never closer than when a Minnesota-born Somali schoolchild is told to go back home to Africa.  These are all symptoms of a people who do not fear God.  These are indicators of a people in need of refining.
“The day is coming, burning like an oven, when all the arrogant and all evildoers will be stubble; the day that comes shall burn them up, says the Lord of hosts, so that it will leave them neither root nor branch.”  Those who live as if God does not love everyone – they do not live in right relationship with God.  They will be refined and purified.  Out of the ashes, new growth will rise.  When we get it right, when we do not swear falsely, or oppress the vulnerable, when we get it right, it is because God is at work in our hearts, burning away our selfishness and fear.   “For you who revere my name” God promises, “The sun of righteousness shall rise, with healing in its wings. You shall go out leaping like calves from the stall.”  When we get it right, by the grace of God, we stomp around like gawky baby cows.  We don’t care how it looks.  We are free.  We are made pure.  
“Return to me,” God promises, “And I will return to you.”  And just as God’s people did in Malachi’s time, God’s people today respond, “How shall we return?”  It’s our question as well.  How do we return to God and live in right relationship with him?  We return to God when live as people who are refined and purified by the gift of sheer grace through Jesus Christ.  It is painful to let go of your fear, your dependence on wealth, your feeling of superiority, your control, your self-interest, your judgment, your perfection.  It hurts.  What do you need to let go of to be ready for that great and terrible day when the Lord comes?  What is keeping you from knowing that God loves you, that God has loved you all this time, even when you’ve messed up and gotten it wrong?  What is keeping you from loving others as God loves you?   Understand that on your own, you will remain exactly that: alone.  And you can’t do it alone.
“See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight -- indeed, he is coming.”  This is the truth we recognize as we hear the words of the prophets throughout Advent.  The Lord is coming.  You can’t take care of things alone, and the Lord whom you seek, whom you need, will suddenly come.  The one who makes real the promises of God, promises for hope and peace and love, promises to refine and purify us, to take away our sin, to drive us to good works out of love for our neighbor –  indeed, he is coming.  And when he comes, we will be made new.
For the birth of Christ, which refines and purifies us, wiping us of our sin and pride, making us into children of God who love all just as God has always loved us, thanks be to God.

