GOD DISTINGUISHES BETWEEN THE RIGHTEOUS AND THE UNRIGHTEOUS

Sermon for the Last Sunday of the Church Year, 2010

Malachi 3:13-18
The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.

The text for our sermon today is our Old Testament reading we heard before, Malachi 3:13-18
 “You have been using harsh words against Me,” the LORD has said.

“However, you ask, ‘How have we been speaking against You to one another?’

14 “You have been saying, ‘It is useless to serve God. What gain has there been from keeping His Requirements and from walking about with a mournful expression before the LORD of hosts? 15 Now therefore, we call insolent people blessed. Even those who act wickedly prosper. They have even been putting God to the test and have been escaping.’”

16 Then those who used to fear the LORD spoke to one another. The LORD paid attention and listened. A book of remembrance was written in His presence of those who feared the LORD and respected His name.

17 “They will be Mine,” the LORD of hosts has said, “in the day when I make up My personal property. I shall have compassion on them as a man has compassion on his own son, who serves him. 18 Then you will again see the difference between a righteous person and a wicked person, between one who serves God and one who does not serve Him.


Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,

There are several passages in the Psalms which, if taken out of context or read superficially, make David sound like he is very self-righteous. For example, in Psalm 26 David says to the Lord, “I have not sat with idolatrous mortals, nor will I go in with hypocrites. I have hated the assembly of evildoers, and will not sit with the wicked. I will wash my hands in innocence; so I will go about Your altar, O LORD” (v. 4-6). It sounds as though David is boasting to the Lord. But when we look at this psalm in its entirety and in the context of David’s life we get a different picture. King David had suffered much at the hands of enemies who plotted against him and who tried to destroy him by slandering him. So in this psalm David insists that he is not guilty of the things his enemies had spread about him. He makes a distinction between believers and unbelievers, between penitent sinners and impenitent sinners, between worshippers of the true God and worshippers of idols.

David rightly insists that he is to be counted with the believers. He is not pridefully claiming that the Lord is on his side, but saying that he wants to be on the Lord’s side, like Joshua when he said, “As for me and my house, we will serve the LORD” (Josh. 24:15).We too, like Joshua, David, and all the saints of old, want to be counted among those who serve the Lord. For we believe that God Himself distinguishes between those who believe in Him and those who don’t, between those who repent of their sins and trust in Christ and those who don’t. We believe that God makes this distinction now and that He will do so also on the Day of Judgment. 
Many of the people in Judah in the days of the prophet Malachi no longer believed that God distinguished the righteous from the wicked. They complained about the Lord in their conversations with one another. These conversations may not have been actually heard by Malachi, but the Lord of course heard what they were saying to one another.


Through His prophet He rebuked the people: “You have been using harsh words against Me,” the LORD has said. “However, you ask, ‘How have we been speaking against You to one another?’” The Lord then revealed the content of their conversations. “You have been saying, ‘It is useless to serve God. What gain has there been from keeping His Requirements and from walking about with a mournful expression before the LORD of hosts?”  These were indeed blasphemous words because these people were attacking the character of God. They were saying that He doesn’t do anything for those who serve Him. They used themselves as examples, saying, “We have kept His Requirements, and where has it gotten us?”

They had also said, now therefore, we call insolent people blessed. Even those who act wickedly prosper. They have even been putting God to the test and have been escaping. The people who lived in open defiance of the Lord seemed to prosper and advance. Those who made no pretence of serving the Lord, made no claim to being His children, seemed to escape any judgment or punishment from Him. In this the people of Judah were very much in error. They were in error because they judged on the basis of superficial things. They judged themselves superficially and they judged the wicked superficially. They thought they had kept the Lord’s ordinance by outwardly going through the prescribed rituals. Perhaps they had even added some of their own, like the Pharisee in the Lord’s parable who fasted twice each week, something God had not commanded. But their hearts weren’t right with God; they had ceased to trust in Him. They also judged their wicked neighbours superficially. They thought that just because these people prospered for a time they had escaped the just judgment of God. Again, faith in God was what was missing. They should have believed that God is longsuffering, hoping to lead people to repentance. They should have known that if the wicked persisted in their evil ways the justice of God would finally catch up to them. It isn’t obvious to the eyes of man that God distinguishes the righteous from the wicked.

The righteous, the children of God, often suffer in this world. They are sick and are injured; they suffer losses; they shed tears. In the eyes of the unbelieving it doesn’t appear that they enjoy any special favour from God. On the other hand, the wicked, those who don’t believe in God, who don’t repent of their sins, or trust in Christ, often prosper in this world. They may gather many possessions; they may live comfortably; they may seem to enjoy life. And so the unbelieving are fooled and point to these things as evidence that God makes no distinction between those who believe in Him and those who don’t. This then becomes for them an excuse for ignoring God in their lives, for going on in their sins without repentance, for despising Christ and the gospel. But let us not be fooled. Let us not sin against God when we are tried and suffer troubles, as though God had forsaken us. Let us not envy the ungodly that prosper in this world, or sin against God by wondering whether there is any benefit to serving Him. God assures us that He does indeed distinguish the righteous from the wicked, now and on the Day of Judgment. Things are not at all as they appear to the unbelieving, or even to us in our flesh. Our God does indeed distinguish the righteous from the wicked. There were those in Malachi’s day who understood this. 


The prophet reports then those who used to fear the LORD spoke to one another. The unbelieving people had gathered together and had their conversations among themselves, speaking harsh words against the Lord. Now the godly also gather and speak among themselves. We aren’t told what they said, but the fact that they feared the Lord tells us the nature of their conversations. They praised the name of the Lord; they thanked Him for their blessings; they repented of their sins; they expressed faith in Him. The Lord also responded to them. Speaking to them through His prophet, the Lord assured them that He did indeed distinguish them from the wicked and unbelieving and that they the believers enjoyed His divine favour and blessing. The things that He told them are most helpful and comforting to us and to all who fear the Lord today. The LORD paid attention and listened. We who believe in the Lord have His ear; He listens to our prayers. The Lord is not indifferent to us as we cry out to Him, but loves us for the sake of Jesus Christ and hears and answers us. A book of remembrance was written in His presence of those who feared the LORD and respected His name. This is a particularly comforting statement.
As believers in Christ we can be sure that the Lord knows us by name, and that He will always know us and remember us. It is as if there is a book before Him with the names of all believers written on its pages. That book is ever open before Him and will be open before Him on the Day of Judgment. This is spoken of elsewhere in Scripture as the Book of Life (Phil. 4:3; Rev. 3:5). Those whose names are written in this book are those who meditate on the name of the Lord. So we also enjoy communion with Him, for we have His word and know His name. We know God in Christ as the God of love who gave His only Son Jesus to save us by the sacrifice of His life on the cross. We have the record of His love in our Bibles and can read it and meditate on it at any time. We are also precious in the sight of God for the sake of Jesus. The Lord says of His people, “They will be Mine,” the LORD of hosts has said, “in the day when I make up My personal property. 
God’s people are beautiful to Him; He delights in them; He guards them and keeps them safe. And finally the Lord says of His people, I shall have compassion on them as a man has compassion on his own son, who serves him. In the Day of Judgment God’s people will be spared. Will a man punish or forsake a son who loves him and serves him? So also the Lord will spare us on the Day of Judgment when His wrath is poured out on the world, for we are covered with the robe of Christ’s righteousness. We have been made God’s children through faith in Christ.

On the Day of Judgment it will be apparent to everyone that God distinguishes the righteous from the wicked. Now it is not apparent to everyone, as we have said. But then, on that day, the Lord says, Then you will again see the difference between a righteous person and a wicked person, between one who serves God and one who does not serve Him.

Knowing that God distinguishes the righteous from the wicked, it is surely our desire to be counted among the righteous, to be like Joshua and David and all the saints of old who insisted on being counted on the Lord’s side. And when we say that we are among the righteous and distance ourselves from the wicked, we are not being self-righteous, for we know that it is by God’s grace through Christ alone that we are righteous in God’s sight. We are saying that it is good to be a child of God; it is good to serve Him. That is where we want to be. Amen.
The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ. Amen.

PRAYER FOR THE LAST SUNDAY OF THE CHURCH YEAR

Heavenly Father, we love and praise You because You have saved us and called us to be Your own people, not because of what we are or have done, but because of Your mercy and grace.  In Jesus Christ You planned our salvation before the beginning of time, and revealed it to us in His first coming.  We praise You for all Your daily goodness, but especially for giving Jesus for us to suffer, die, and rise again, destroying death and giving us eternal life.


Grant us Your grace that we may remain to the end in the saving truth of Your Word, produce the fruits of faith, hope, and love, and finally receive the crown of righteousness on that great day when Jesus comes again.  Continue to protect us from all the errors, lies, false security, and empty wisdom of this world.  Strengthen us to live in peace and holiness with all people, to endure humbly whatever we have to face because we are Your children, and to pray fervently in every time of temptation.  Make us aware of the signs of the last times, and help us to focus our eyes on the home above that will one day be ours.


Make Your Church strong, O Father.  Give it power to fight the good fight of faith with eager determination.  Give us faithful pastors who know Christ, and whom Christ will know on His return.  Grant that our young people may be equipped to serve You and their fellowmen in every useful and honourable career.  Bless all people who serve the needy.  Graciously enable all parents to teach their children the way of life in Christ Jesus, that the young may remain faithful to their Lord to the end.


Rule and direct the nations of the earth that they may turn from darkness to Your light.  Protect and defend our own land.  Lead those who are guilty of wickedness, immorality, and materialism to repent.  Put down all evil in our society and let Your Word triumph, that truth and godliness may hold sway.


Hear the cries of the needy, and come to their aid.  Strengthen the weak, comfort the depressed, and heal the sick.  Help them to accept their situation with trust in Your love, and build up their joy and hope.  Keep us all strong in faith, that we may look with joy for the return of our Lord.  To Him, with You and the Holy Spirit, be honour, glory, and power for ever.  Amen.
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