
11 WHEN THE LORD COMES 11 

TEXT: "The Lord, whom ye seek, shall suddenly c orne to 
his temple, even the messenger of the covenant, 
whom ye delight 1n: behold, he shall come, saith 
the Lord of Hosts. But who may abide the day of 
his coming? And who shall stand when he 
appea.reth? For he is like a refirer's fire." 

INTRODUCTION If I were to arsk you to raise your hands if you 
have heard'those words before, I'm sure that a great 

many hands would go uu. Not only have you heard them snoken on other 
occasions, but you heard them sung earlier in this service. If I 
then aske·d you to tell me where they come from, my guess is that 
you would say, "Why •••• they come from Han de 1' s Messiah''. A:no so 
they do, and it's almost impossible for us to think of those words 
apart from the music. At least, this is true in my own case. I 
know I cannot hear those words without thinking and hearing in my 
own mind that beautiful melody to which Handel set them. 

rrHE SOURCE Hande 1 found those words in the last book of the 
Old Testament. Remember the name of that book? It's 

a short book; one you might easily overlook. It's called Malachi. 
The book of Malachi was not the last book in the Old Testament to 
be written. Daniel was wFitten almost three hundred vears later. 
The books of the Old Testament were not arranged according to 
chronologic·al composition. Genesis was not the first book written. 
The material was arranged on the basis of subject matter, and 
Malachi, I suspect, was placed last beaause in a sense, it closed 
the old order and looked toward the new. 

And Malachi, we are told, is not the name of theman who wrQte 
the book. It is the Hebrew word for 'messenger'. No one knows 
who the writer we.s. Ana we shall speak of him as Malachi because 
that sounds like a good Hebrew name for a man. There are at least 
three inte·re sting things about the writer that we can infer from 
what he wrote. I am going to uut them before you because they 
have something to say to us - to our time and the life we live. 

PERIOD OF DISENCHANT:MENT The first thtn~ we know is that he lived 
in a period,-~an~ at a time in history 

that might best be described as a neriod of disenchantment. He 
lived about 450 B. C .. 

Let me describe the circumstances of that time. The long 
neriod of exile was over. The jews had returned from Babylon and 
had resettled in their own land. rThe Temnle had been rebuilt. The 
sacrificial cult of worshi·o was in full swing. The days of enforced 
exile in Babylon had come to an end and yet some had stayed on 
there a.rmarently becoming accustomed to the nrofitable and comfortable 
living. ·And those who did return to Palestine found the land was 
not as fertile as they had remembered it. It was rocky. There were 
periods of drought when the crops failed comoletely. Life was 
hard for them. 

Under these hard circumstances, the life of the people began 
to sag in the middle. This is likely to happen when neople realize 
that things aren't quite as bright as they had expected them to be. 
·when dreams of the future are not confirmed by real1 ties of the nre sent. 



ANNOUNCEMENTS 

COFFEE HOUR I would remind you that coffee will be 
served in Fellowship Hall to which all of 

you are invited. 

GREETING Seldom is there a Sunday across the yetlr that 
we do not have visi'tors in our con~re~q+ion -

friends from other parts of the city, and other parts of 
the country - worshipoing with us. We take this opnortunity 
to welcome you. We horye that wemay have opportunity to 
greet you in a more nersonal way - either at the door or 
at the coffee hour. We c1:tll unon you to leave your name 
and city address with us. We have friends from far and 
near because they have tA.ken time to do this, and we h·:ne 
you will do the same. 

ANNOUNCEMENTS The announcements are listed for you in 
the bulletin. You will note that oledge 

cards are still coming ln. If you have not yet turned 
yours into the church offic·e, we call unon you to do it today. 
We would 11 ke to comnlete the Canvass before Christmas and 
get the 1965 offering envelopes out to you. This we 
nlan to do next Sunday. 

Today following this service an opportunity for you 
to witness to East Ha .. lrme Protestant Parish program in 
operation will be given to you. This is a unique 
thrust of the church that has gained a great deal of 
at tent ion over the year across our land. Those of you who 
w ~uld like to see one asnect of the 8ast Harlem Protesant 
Parish urogram are invited to gether in the east vesituble 
immed lately following the service. Dr. Brewster, Cha:d:rman 
of our Commission on Missions, is heading un the nrogram. 

JESUS SAID: "It is more blessed to give than it is to 
receive". In this spirit, let us worship God 

with our morning offering. 
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CARELESS For one thing, they were careless about their religious 
duties. They were supnose to brlng the best animal 

they had and sac·:rific·e it to God as a gift, but many of them would 
bring an animal that was either blind or diseased - the poorest one 
they had. Malachi saw what was going on and it disturbed him. Vv'hat 
concerned him -orincipally was what it revealed about the man who 
mads the offering. It revealed that the people were not willing to 
give their best to God. And, if they could somehow avoid the tithes 
that the Temple required oftthem, they did. Some there are in the 
Tem•;les and Churches of our land who tod9,y follow their exam-r;le. 

They were even careless about their moral behavior. They 
divorced their wives for no reason at all and married other more 
attractive women from foreign countries. And they often ignored 
their children and paid little at tent ion to the poor and needy. 
What wasr:still more si~.nificant was that there was an air of 
ekepticism 9.nd doubt among the neople. They were asking questions, 
questions like these: if God loves us, how can he let things like 
th 1 s happen? Our dreams of the future were so grand, but look ~.t 
them now - shattered. If there is any just ice, if there is any 
reason or meaning, why aren't the good and evil in life more ~qually 
distrj_buted? Why, they asked, after all this ho ~e that was kent 
alive in us - why is the land so dry, and life so full of 
d i SRODOintment? 

As we look back across the centuries (it~s almost 25 c·enturies 
n&w), t~o the days of Mabachi, it's almost like looking into a 
mirror. We see ourselves and the times in which we live. The 
Second World War has been over iilmo.st twenty years now. That 
period of exile for many ended in 1945. We have been back to normal 
for a long time. During this period of time, religion has anueared 
to be thriving - at least in terms of attendance and act.ivity. All 
across our land there is prosperity - building, develonment, 
ro~ds, schools, housing. 

And yet, one often has the feeling that something is missing. 
The influence of+the church is not nearly ae great $8 it ought~to 
be. To be sure, churches are larger than ever, but the peon le in 
them don't seem to have grown very much. And the morality of 
the people in +he world does not seem to be increasing in strength 
or in depth. By morality, I mean human relationsh:tns in every 
conceivable direction. Morality, in that sense, is not rising, but 
fa.lling. And there is an air of skepticism. 'Peoule not only ~re 
doubting the existence of God and the validity of value judgments 
and experience, but they are also wondering silently and quietly 
whether there is any meaning at all in life. It may not be snoken, 
or expressed verbally in so many words - but mind you, it's there· 

It's wortb remembering that the:ee have been times like this 
before - times when there was no great crisis (thank God for that), 
and yet - no great burst of creativity. This is the first thing 
that we record about Malachi. 

He lived in a period of history very much like OlllTs: a peridd 
of disenchantment. 
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HE LIVED THROUGH THAT PERIOD The second thing that is worth 
thinking about is that Malachi lived 

through this period of d 1 senchantment without ever be com in~ d 1 eench~nt ed 
himself· He did not lose his faith in God; he did not lose his faith 
in the just 1oo and the love of God. He was able to discern why 
things were haupening the way they were; he tried to show the neoule 
the reasons why. H e would rai>rse one of their que s+; 1 ons, q,nd +.hen 
he would try to answer it. 

Now Malachi did not have the grea.t eloquence of an Isaiah or 
a Jeremiah. There is nothing in Malachi suc:h as one reads in nortions 
of Isaiah. He didn't have the gift of eloquence. He didn't have a 
v·oice like Amos, or Micah, or Hosea. They were magnificent voices. 
However, he used the voice he had. It was a good voice; it was on 
the right track, and he represented those in the community who, in 
spite of all the frustrations and disappointments that hit them from 
time to time, neverthe~ess were faithful. They were not disenchanted, 
even though they lived at a time when it was difficult from 
becoming disenchanted. 

There are Malachi 1 s today. There isn't a Luther or a Wesley 
among us, but there are many Malac·his - good men and good women who 
are not nermitting themselves to become disenchanted with the time 
in which we live, who are not willing to give up, who are will 1 ng to 
speak out. Remember that in a period of s"::iritual depression. 'T"here 
are some who are not depressed. 

GOD WAS GOI~G TO ID SOMETHING The third R.nd l~st thing that we 
know about Mal9.chi is doubtless the 

most 1mnortant thing of all. He thought God was going to do something. 
He believed in a God who could do thina_s. In this case, he believed 

c " k that God was going to come to his, tem-')le. The Lord whom ye see 
shall suddenly come to his Tern-ole 1

• 

Then there comes that fierc,e auestion. The music is so be8.utiful 
in H8.ndel's setting of the Messiah ~that I fegr we do not fully grasp 
the meaning of it· "The Lord is coming. But who may abide the day 
of his com'ng. And who shall stand when he apne9I'eth?" "For he is 
like a refiner's fire". In other words, who can endure his comlng 
and face the day of his arrival. He is not coming to soothe you, or 
comfort you, or protect you, or insure you against every calamity of 
life. He is coming to refine your life. He is coming to burn out 
the b::1ser metals so that the silver that is there can shine through. 
And this, ~=JS you know, can be a p~inful urocess. 

We know what this is like in many different areas of life. We 
know that a surge on often hA.s to remove a diseased org~n before the 
body canbbe well. None o:!f'uus like to ~o through that, but there ame 
times when we have to. We know, too, that a nerson often has to 
root out a poisonous fear, or jealousy, or lust, or selfishness before 
he can be made well, healthy, A.nd a mat.ure person. And 9. nation hA.s 
to be purged of interna.l hatred B.nd bitterness before it c~n be 
strong. There are no two ways about it; it has to hauuen. 

This is auster. We don't like to hear it. We say, 11That 's the 
Old Testament. In the 1\ew Testament, God is love, not juoerment." 
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Things did not hapnen ex~ctly the way Malachi thought they 
would. When the Lord came, he .::tdn't come sudeenly to the temDle in 
q blaze of fire. When he carne, he came quietly in a stable '3.S a 
little baby. He gre-w up in an unimnortarit +own of Galilee RS a boy 
in a normal family. vThen he finally did come into his mature life 
and ministry, he didn't burl'l neo~le up, but rather he lighted them 
up and in him peoule could see and feel and experience the power of 
God and love of God in a unique way. All of this was quite different 
from Malachi's forecast of the future. 

But after you have said all that, can you say that there 1 s no 
judgment tn that love? Is there any love, even in a DUrely human 
framework - is there any love that means anything that is::totally 
without judgment? Is there & any love of a parent for a child that 
is totally lacking in what we call judgment - t.hat desire to refine 
the life of the child the narent loves? In the love of a husband 
or wife, is there no judgment of the other person. Love wi+hout 
Judgment is indulgence. Judgment without love ie, cruelty. 

Some of you may recall that the 18.st parable of Matthew's GosDel 
is a '9:::1rable ::t.bout judgm-ent - the coming of t.he Son of Man to 
separate the sheep from the goats. rrhe sheen on the right hand 
enter into life simply because they have cone the things which he did 
for neo1Jle. And the go.!l.ts on his left hand go to destruction 8.nd 
waste bec13.use they h:we not done for neoryle the things he did. 

You see - you cannot get away from it. There comes 8. time 
when the Lord comes to ever::r human belnp:. (Whatever vou call him 
or whatever youthink a.bout1:':h1m. You may not like thi's Biblical 
1 anp:u "'P:e) But what ever l8.np:ug"ge you uee, the fo,ct r,:::mains +he 
same: there are times when the Lord comes - like ?, father - -to 
help, heal, nrotect, encourage, comfort, to give you the strength 
to carry on. And there are times when he comes like a refir,er's 
f'ine becaue<: there are things in you that have to be rooted out 
before you can be the kind of nerson you wer~ meant to be. This is 
painful. There is always fire in the Father s love, and the 
Father's love is alw~ys in the fire. 

CLOSING Remember then these three things '~.bout tthese:~words: 
'T'hey were written by a man we know nothine: about except 

thP+ he lived in 8. +.ime of disillusionment. Remember how well he 
weathered the nrolongad period of low pressure 8Xd take heart. 
And then re·member that +he power of God comes sooner or later into 
a life - to comfort the afflicted, and to aff:lct the comfortable. 

LET US PRAY As we preDare the way for thy coming, 0 God, 
clear our minds of our 'lrejudices ano ··,reconceived 

ideas so that thoum mayest enter our thoughts~as well ~s our 
hearts. Help us to accept the fact that every real father has 
to make judgments, a:nd that there 9.rethings in us and in our way 
of life that must be refined. Give us the courage, 0 God, to 
accept these things as facts, to rise to them as resoonsible neonle, 
to shoulder our sh8re of the burden, and move on with hL~th hones . 
. Ame,n. 


