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TEXT: Malachi 3:8 "Will man rob God? Yet you are robbing ir.e. But
you say, 'How are we robbing thee?1 In your tithes and offer
ings."

In his book, Preaching the Good News, George Sweazey writes that
at one time in his ministry he balanced his sermon output by preaching
a comforting sermon one Sunday and a challenging one the next. After
some weeks of this pattern, someone reported being asked, "Is it really
true that your minister preaches a good sermon only every other week?"
I'll let you guess which week they meant.

Well, we ministers are sensitive to that. We're like anyone else.
We want people to like us and to feel good about what we do. But I can
remember a conversation I had with a fellow minister many years ago in
Iowa. We were discussing the ways in which congregations react to the
Sunday morning sermon. And he said to me, "Yes. Most of the time
people come out and they shake my hand. And they smile and say, 'I
enjoyed your sermon, Pastor.' But every now and then someone will
rush by. And they won't shake my hand. Perhaps they may even glare at
me a little as they go by. And then I know I've helped them."

Well, that may not always be the case, but it certainly is true
that there are often times when what we need to hear is not *what we
want to hear. And the question then becomes, "Does anyone love us
enough to tell us what we need rather than what we want?"

Because I do, I would direct your attention this morning to the
prophet, Malachi, in this fourth in our Lenten series of "Major Messages
from the Minor Prophets".

Malachi is something of an enigma to Bible scholars because we
know absolutely nothing about him except for the 55 verses which bear
his name. As a matter of fact, we may not even know his name. Malachi
in Hebrew means "my messenger", and the title of the book may not even
be a proper name. Some scholars, for instance, identify this messenger
with Ezra, but that, like everything else about him, is much disputed.

Nevertheless, it seems to me that Malachi, whoever he was, has a
much needed message for today's churches. And I would ask you then to
look with me at the third chapter of his prophecy, the eighth verse,
where in a kind of imaginary dialogue, Malachi asks, "Will man rob God?
Yet you are robbing me. But you say, 'How are we robbing thee?' In
your tithes and offerings."

Now that's pretty strong language. Not only does he talk about
what many church people consider a forbidden subject; namely, our
pocketbooks; but, in addition, he very bluntly asserts that his listen
ers are robbing God because they don't bring God what they should in
terms of offerings. Note that he doesn't say, "You're really not as
generous as I wish you'd be" or "Don't you think you could do just a
bit more?" He says, "You are robbing me in your tithes and offerings."














