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Living in the Gaps 

Malachi 2:17-3:6 

Pastor Jason Van Bemmel 

You have wearied the LORD with your words. But you say, “How have we wearied him?” By saying, “Everyone who does 

evil is good in the sight of the LORD, and he delights in them.” Or by asking, “Where is the God of justice?” 

3 “Behold, I send my messenger, and he will prepare the way before me. And the Lord whom you seek will suddenly 

come to his temple; and the messenger of the covenant in whom you delight, behold, he is coming, says the LORD of 

hosts. 2 But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears? For he is like a refiner's fire and 

like fullers' soap. 3 He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he will purify the sons of Levi and refine them like gold 

and silver, and they will bring offerings in righteousness to the LORD. 4 Then the offering of Judah and Jerusalem will be 

pleasing to the LORD as in the days of old and as in former years. 

5 “Then I will draw near to you for judgment. I will be a swift witness against the sorcerers, against the adulterers, against 

those who swear falsely, against those who oppress the hired worker in his wages, the widow and the fatherless, against 

those who thrust aside the sojourner, and do not fear me, says the LORD of hosts. 

6 “For I the LORD do not change; therefore you, O children of Jacob, are not consumed. 

- Malachi 2:17-3:6 

Life in this fallen world is not always easy. Yes, we often experience real joy, and we are more blessed than we 

realize every day. However, sometimes we struggle. This past week was a hard week for me for two main 

reasons: 

1. The Poway Synagogue shooter was revealed to be the 19-year-old son of an OPC elder from a faithful 

church in Escondido, California. In his manifesto, written before the shooting, he professes to be a 

Christian and talks theologically, even as he spews hatred for Jewish people and white nationalism. It’s 

sickening and deeply disturbing. The pastor of this OPC church is a friend of Shane Bennett’s and has 

preached at Living Hope. As Shane expressed to me, “Imagine your own congregants using the words you 

preach from the pulpit to justify great and grievous sin.” It’s just stunning.  

 

2. On the same day when I learned the identity and background of the Poway Synagogue shooter, I also 

learned that my former pastor from Georgia, David Gilbert, has lymphoma. He is a year younger than 

me and is married with four beautiful daughters, a wonderful family. 

Add these two pieces of heavy news to the regular ebb and flow of life’s sins and struggles, and it’s been a heavy 

week. And I’m thankful for our passage today and for the incredible blessing it is to be called to preach and 

teach the Word of God, which forces me to study the Word in depth. This week, I spent more time listening to 

sermons on this passage, partly because I knew I needed this word to speak to my heart and not just my head. 

And so I was blessed by the preaching of John Piper, David Strain, and several others, a good reminder that I 

need to receive the word and hear God speak to my heart before I preach to others.  
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As we look at today’s powerful passage, we see much that helps us live life in the gaps. Our life is full of gaps, 

and sometimes those gaps are painful. John Piper’s sermon on today’s passage was preached in 1987, and 

listening made me feel a bit nostalgic, as I reflected back on the fact that I was 13 years old in 1987, living in 

Germany, and how much I have and have not grown since then. I was struck by the gap between the person I 

am and the man I would have hoped to be by the age of 45. It’s quite a gap, the distance between who I am and 

who I wish I was.  

I was reflecting on this gap when Beth shared a disturbing video clip with me. It was an excerpt from a talk by 

Rachel Hollis, the author of Girl, Wash Your Face, and she was saying that when we get to heaven, God is going to 

introduce us to the person we could have been if we had been more obedient to His will, more willing to live by 

faith, and so we’ll be confronted by the person we could have been, even as we are welcomed into heaven. Beth 

wanted my Biblical-Theological evaluation of this speculative concept from Rachel Hollis, and my thorough 

analysis was a single word: “No. Just no.” That’s speculative, unhelpful, unbiblical and simply heaps shame on the 

heads of God’s people. I don’t need Rachel Hollis to very unhelpfully remind me of the gap I’m very aware of 

already. 

We live aware of other gaps, too: The gap between the world as we see it and the world as we know, deep 

down inside, it is supposed to be. As believers in Jesus, we also live in the gap between the first and second 

comings of Jesus, knowing He has already come and accomplished salvation for us and brought His kingdom to 

light, but also knowing that He will come again and put a final end to all sin and evil, suffering and death, bringing 

into reality the perfect new heavens and new earth.  

I believe today’s passage in Malachi has powerful truth for us as we are living in the gaps. 

 

A. Righteousness and Justice Gap, 2:17 

The first gap evident in our passage comes in verse 17 of chapter 2 and is the gap between the way we see the 

world working and way we think it should work: 

 You have wearied the LORD with your words. But you say, “How have we wearied him?” By saying, “Everyone who does 

evil is good in the sight of the LORD, and he delights in them.” Or by asking, “Where is the God of justice?” 

1. Life’s Not Fair! 

Essentially, we can see this first verse as a charge from God that His people have wearied Him with constant 

complaining about how unfair life is. If you have children, you’ll know that no one needs to be trained in how to 

whine about how unfair life is. If one child’s slice of cake is 1/10th of a millimeter thinner than another child’s 

slice of cake, out comes, “That’s not fair!” What’s interesting, and quite revealing, is that the complaining is 

always done by the child who thinks they got the smaller piece unfairly. I’ve never known a child who knows he 

got a bigger piece to complain, “That’s not fair! You gave me too much!”  

When God’s people are accused of saying, “Everyone who does evil is good in the sight of the LORD, and he delights in 

them,” it means they were guilty of looking around them and noticing the apparent prosperity of the apparently 

wicked people in the world and complaining that God was favoring and blessing those who do evil in preference 
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over those who do good. And, of course, they cast themselves in the role of mistreated victim in this story of 

the world. They saw themselves as the neglected righteous. 

We need to be very careful any time we start seeing ourselves as either righteous or neglected. Do we really 

want to put forth our own righteousness in a claim of unjust treatment by a holy, holy, holy God? Do we really 

want to talk to God Almighty about what we deserve?  

Perhaps we know we’re not truly righteous and we don’t really deserve great blessings from God, but at least 

we see ourselves as better than some other people in the world, who don’t deserve anything either and who 

seem to have way more than we do. So, even if we know the right theological answers, we can still look at the 

world and think, “It’s not fair!”   

2. Where is God? 

God’s people here took things a step further and were asking “Where is the God of justice?” The problem with 

what God’s people were saying lies as much with their audience as with their words. God actually invites us to 

pour out our hearts in lament before Him. The Psalms give us language to express, “How long, O Lord?” and 

other questions, longings, and complaints: 

My soul also is greatly troubled. 

    But you, O Lord—how long? – Psalm 6:3, ESV 

How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever? 

    How long will you hide your face from me? 

 How long must I take counsel in my soul 

    and have sorrow in my heart all the day? 

How long shall my enemy be exalted over me? 

Consider and answer me, O Lord my God; 

    light up my eyes, lest I sleep the sleep of death – Psalm 13:1-3, ESV  

 

We do not see our signs; 

    there is no longer any prophet, 

    and there is none among us who knows how long. 

How long, O God, is the foe to scoff? 

    Is the enemy to revile your name forever? 

Why do you hold back your hand, your right hand? – Psalm 79:9-11, ESV 

 

But notice the big difference between the Psalms and the words of God’s people in Malachi 2:17: “Where are 

You, O Lord?” is very, very different from “Where is God?” The first is a prayer, directed in faith to the Lord. 

The second is a complaint, directed in cynicism to other people about the Lord. 

So, instead of honestly seeking the Lord in prayer, the people of God were going through the ritual motions of 

worship and then complaining about God, that He wasn’t blessing them as they expected.    
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B. Gap Between His Comings, 3:1-5 

God responds to His people’s complaining with a promise that is at once wonderful and terrible, for He will 

come to them, but His coming may not be what they expect and He may not bring them what they want. 

Verses 1-5 of Malachi 3 clearly refer to both the first and second comings of Jesus, but they do so in a way that 

is collapsed. Old Testament prophecy concerning the coming of Christ is often characterized by what has been 

called a collapsed horizon, like looking at a mountain range from a distance through a telescope: You often 

cannot tell how much farther away some mountains are than others; they all appear to be at the same horizon. 

So it is with the comings of Christ, and we live in the gap between them. Christ has come, and He will come 

again.  

1. The First Coming, vv. 1-4 (Refiner’s Fire) 

Verses 1-4 refer to the first coming of Christ, when He comes as a refiner’s fire and like a fuller’s soap; He 

comes to cleanse. In verse 1 of Malachi 3, we have three persons mentioned: 

 “Behold, I send my messenger, and he will prepare the way before me. And the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come 

to his temple; and the messenger of the covenant in whom you delight, behold, he is coming, says the LORD of hosts.” 

I – the LORD of hosts 

 

2 – my messenger, who will prepare the way – John the Baptist 

This is he of whom it is written, “‘Behold, I send my messenger before your face, who will prepare your way before you.’ – 

Matthew 11:10 – Jesus, speaking of John the Baptist; also, see Mark 1:2 

 

3 – the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple, and the messenger (angel) of the covenant in whom you 

delight, behold, he is coming – Jesus 

Jesus here is described in language familiar to Old Testament readers: He is the Angel of the LORD who is the 

LORD Himself, manifest in bodily form. He appeared to Abraham in Genesis 19, to tell him of His plans to 

destroy Sodom and Gomorrah. He appeared to Jacob and wrestled with him all night. He appeared to Moses in 

the burning bush. He appeared to Gideon, calling him to fight the Midianites. He appeared to the parents of 

Samson to promise Samson’s birth and to instruct them on how to bring him up. He is called the Angel of the 

LORD in those passages and here is the Angel of the Covenant, or the Messenger of the Covenant. 

We know this Angel of the Covenant is truly and fully God, because He comes to His Temple and He is “the Lord 

whom you seek” and the one “in whom you delight.”  This is no future son of David as a mere human Messiah, but 

He is the LORD incarnate, a distinct person from the Father who sends Him and yet fully God.  

What will He do when He comes? He will come as a refiner’s fire and a fuller’s soap. He will come to cleanse 

and to refine. John Piper does a wonderful job pointing out the distinct nature of a refiner’s fire. Jesus does not 

come as a forest fire, for a forest fire burns indiscriminately, destroying at random, causing destruction, harm 
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and chaos. He also does not come as an incinerating fire, for an incinerator is designed to destroy completely. 

No, He comes as a refiner’s fire, to purify His people, to cleanse them. 

Jesus came to cleanse us of our sin, to remove the stain of our guilt, like fuller’s soap, by dying on the cross for 

our sin in our place. But then, through His Spirit who dwells in us, who descended on the Apostles in tongues of 

fire, He refines us, burning away the dross and purifying the precious faith, more precious than silver or gold. 

So, to live as a Christian in the gap between Christ’s first and second coming is to live in the Refiner’s Fire. 

Listen to how Peter describes this life: 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, he has caused us to be 

born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4 to an inheritance that is 

imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, 5 who by God's power are being guarded through 

faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. 6 In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, if 

necessary, you have been grieved by various trials, 7 so that the tested genuineness of your faith—more precious 

than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire—may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the 

revelation of Jesus Christ. 8 Though you have not seen him, you love him. Though you do not now see him, you 

believe in him and rejoice with joy that is inexpressible and filled with glory, 9 obtaining the outcome of your faith, 

the salvation of your souls. – 1 Peter 1:3-9, ESV 

The Refiner’s Fire is fire and causes grief, for a little while, if necessary. John Piper had an encouraging statement 

in his sermon: “The furnace of affliction in the family of God is always for refinement, never for destruction.”   

If God has given us the precious gift of saving faith in Jesus Christ, He will refine that faith in the furnace of 

affliction, testing its genuineness and refining and purifying it, for it is more precious than gold.  

Consider the great outcome of our refinement, even in this life: “Then the offering of Judah and Jerusalem will be 

pleasing to the LORD as in the days of old and as in former years.” 

And what is the offering we give now that is pleasing to the LORD. We’ve looked at this in previous sermons, 

but it’s always helpful to be reminded: 

Hebrews 13:12-15: Worship & Generosity 

So Jesus also suffered outside the gate in order to sanctify the people through his own blood. Therefore let us go to him 

outside the camp and bear the reproach he endured. For here we have no lasting city, but we seek the city that is to 

come. Through him then let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that acknowledge 

his name. Do not neglect to do good and to share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing to God. (ESV) 

Romans 12:1-2: Lives Conformed to His Will 

I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable 

to God, which is your spiritual worship. Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your 

mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect. (ESV) 

The purpose of the Refiner’s Fire is to purify us so that we can offer these pleasing sacrifices to God. We are 

clean because of what Jesus did on the cross for our salvation; we are being made pure by the indwelling Holy 

Spirit. 
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     2. The Second Coming, v. 5 (Judgment) 

In Jesus’ Second Coming, He will bring not refinement but judgment. This is reflected in verse 5: 

Then I will draw near to you for judgment. I will be a swift witness against the sorcerers, against the adulterers, 

against those who swear falsely, against those who oppress the hired worker in his wages, the widow and the 

fatherless, against those who thrust aside the sojourner, and do not fear me, says the LORD of hosts. 

This list is very similar to what we read regarding the Final Judgment in Revelation 21: 

 The one who conquers will have this heritage, and I will be his God and he will be my son. 8 But as for the 

cowardly, the faithless, the detestable, as for murderers, the sexually immoral, sorcerers, idolaters, and all 

liars, their portion will be in the lake that burns with fire and sulfur, which is the second death.” – vv. 7-8 

When you hear words like this, please remember that judgment belongs to the Lord, when He returns, and not 

to us, His children, who are to be ambassadors of love and mercy, not hate and judgment.  

 

C. Gap Between Change & Unchanging, 3:6 

Finally, our passage ends with a strong word of hope, the ultimate foundation and security we have for living in 

the gaps -   

6 “For I the LORD do not change; therefore you, O children of Jacob, are not consumed. 

1. Our Constant Changing 

We are constantly changing. I am not who I was yesterday, nor am I who I will be tomorrow. I grow and change, 

and sometimes it is three steps forward and two steps back, but God is leading me and Christ is changing me.  

As we constantly change, we live in a world of constant change. The only constant is change, even though there 

is nothing new under the sun.  

 

     2. Our Hope in God’s Unchanging Nature and Covenant 

Our hope in the midst of change is not found in the possibility that some day we will change enough to be good 

enough to deserve salvation. Our hope is not in the possibility that we might finally get our act together as a 

world and make this world better, once and for all. No, our hope is in the LORD, who never changes. 

Because the LORD never changes, we are not consumed. Because His purposes stand for all time, we have 

hope. Our hope in anchored in His unchanging nature and His unbreakable covenant. He is always good, all the 

time. He remains the same and never changes, though our feelings and experiences rise and fall and the world at 

times seems to be spinning out of control. “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.” – Hebrews 

13:8, ESV  


