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Lesson 18  Commentary  Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi

Lesson 19  Questions        Daniel

Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi

INTRODUCTION

Haggai and Zechariah were contemporary prophets in the post-exilic day. Their first prophecies, in the same year—520 BC—exhorted the returned Jews to rebuild the temple. Haggai asked them: “Is it a time for you to dwell in your own paneled houses, while the Lord’s house lies in ruins?” (Haggai 1:4). With the Lord present among them and the new temple in its own way, surpassing the glory of the old, all else “will be blessed.” “I am with you,” says the Lord” (Haggai 1:13). Shamed, the people joined together and began the temple, though they felt defeated because they believed that the beauty of the destroyed one could not be replaced. 


God sent Haggai to Zerubabel, the present descendant of David the king, although reduced now to governor. “Take courage... all you people of the land, and work!” His short prophecy ends with a promise of immediate blessings and God’s pledge to the governor: “I have chosen you!” Yet, Scripture does not tell us more, and Zerubabel disappears from its pages—no other mention of him has been found. The monarchy was over. 


Zechariah is longer than most of the minor prophets. Like Isaiah, the prophecy of Zechariah shows signs of two writers. Chapters 1-8 are First Zechariah, 9-14, Second Zechariah. This prophetic book is quoted frequently enough in the New Testament to have it called “the most popular prophet” of the New Testament writers. 


Zechariah completed the process begun by Ezekiel of a priestly dominated theocracy, a “government by God.” 


Like Haggai, Zechariah called for the rebuilding of the temple. He declared to the returnees: “The Lord of hosts has treated us according to our ways and deeds, just as he said he would” (Zechariah 1:6). 

APPLICATION: This will be the treatment of the people of today also, for God is consistent with his justice. This does not mean that for those who love him, he has not provided quick pardon and restoration, and for those who are sincerely contrite and seek him, he welcomes.


On the day of Jesus’ resurrection, his first words to the amazed and happy apostles were the institution of the sacrament of Reconciliation. We must, however, be mindful that the Judeans had been warned and encouraged by prophets sent by God again and again. Let not our opportunities for conversion be neglected or rejected.

FIRST ZECHARIAH (Zechariah 1-8)


In Zechariah’s first eight chapters, he tells of visions that the Lord showed him:


1. 
Of four horsemen sent to the four corners of the earth to see if there was peace there.


2. 
Of four horns, sounded by Israel’s’ enemies seeking to invade Israel.


3. 
Of four blacksmiths sent to destroy the four horns.


4. 
Of the new Jerusalem which was measured carefully and called “the apple of my eye” and “daughter Zion” by the Lord, who will again possess Judah in his “holy dwelling.”


The high priest who had returned was Joshua. He was shown filthy garments, a sign of mourning, of acknowledgment of guilt. Satan was at his right hand to accuse Joshua, but God put a “clean miter and clean clothes” on Joshua. A favorable message was given him, “If you will walk in my ways...I will bring my servant the ‘Shoot’ (branch) to rule the house of David” (Zechariah 3:7).


A favorite hymn sings of God’s words to Zechariah: 

Not by might, not by power, 

but by my Spirit, says the Lord (Zechariah. 4:6). 


Among other visions, Zechariah described a gold lampstand, with seven lamps on it; beside it stood two olive trees, standing for Zerubabel, the anointed one of the house of David, and for Joshua the high priest. These two stand by the Lord of the whole earth, said Zechariah (Zechariah 4:2-14).


This short vision is a reminder that two powers are given by God: the temple (church) and state (rulers). To alienate these from each other damages them and the people. Although the American phrase, “separation of church and state” is always quoted, the Constitution says, “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof” (Article I, Amendments to the Constitution).


An enormous scroll was to fly over the face of the earth with a curse for “thieves or perjurers.” A flying bushel contained a woman called “wickedness” who was pushed in the bushel and the lid put on. Four chariots drawn by four horses: red, black, white and spotted, were the four winds patrolling the earth after a review by the Lord (Zechariah 6:1-8, Revelation 6:4).


A gold crown was made for “a man named Shoot” who will “build the temple of the Lord.” The builder is described as on his throne with royal insignia and the priest at his right hand “and between the two of them there shall be a friendly understanding” (Zechariah 6:13). This is an ideal for Christian nations.

 
True fasting is described as the deeds of love to those who need help, who have no power; those who do not act this way will be “scattered among all nations and be sent by God into the loss of a sense of belonging.” This is what God wishes, says Zechariah, rather than fasts and neglecting the poor (Zechariah 7:13-14). 


The last part of First Zechariah describes the New Zion, the favorite mountain which overlooks Jerusalem. A favorite line of Zechariah’s is “They shall be my people and I will be their God” (Zechariah 8:8b). True morality is described: “These are the things you should do: Speak the truth to each other, and let there be honesty and peace in the judgments at the gates” (in the courts). Its opposite is what “God hates.”

SECOND ZECHARIAH (Zechariah 9-14)


This section shows a very different style; no dates, as are frequent in First Zechariah. No mention of the building of the temple, but speaks of the Messiah often (one to come of the house of David). The book of Sirach, written around 200 B.C. (200 years before Jesus) mentions the twelve minor prophets. Second Zechariah is one of the last of these. He is thoroughly of the people; yet he knew the sacred liturgy well and wrote that it “will spread blessing.” This shows that the temple was rebuilt at that time and that the feasts and religious ceremonies were well developed.


The word “Liturgy” comes from a Greek word common to the empire under the Greeks, including small Judah. It is still used today in the church as it was then. In the city of Athens, moneyed citizens took turns in producing a “liturgy”—”work of the community,” by and for the people as a worship of the gods. These great presentations were done by actors and by choruses and today are still magnificent dramas that are studied as examples of the finest theater. Today in the church it means the worship we give to God, of which the greatest is the sacrifice of the Eucharist, the sacrifice of Jesus himself, also a dramatic event.


This prophet advanced “angelology”; the subject of spiritual beings who serve God,  or who rebelled against God. Another feature of Zechariah is oft-quoted phrases used in the New Testament. “On that day there shall no longer be any merchant in the house of the Lord” (Zechariah 14:21). That points to Jesus’ cleansing of the Temple (John  3:13-16). Our Palm Sunday liturgy, celebrating Jesus’ coming as a king to Jerusalem, uses Zechariah’s:


Rejoice heartily, O daughter Zion 


shout for joy, O daughter Jerusalem! 


See, your king shall come to you; 


A just Savior is he. 


Meek and riding on an ass, 


on a colt, the foal of an ass (Zech 9:9).


In the Allegory of the Shepherds, we find the words of Judas and his wages for betraying Jesus “And they counted out my wages—thirty pieces of silver. But the Lord said to me, ‘Throw it in the treasury, the handsome price at which they valued me’“ (Zechariah 11:12b-13). Another allusion to the Passion of Jesus is Zechariah 12:10:

I will pour out on the house of David

and on the inhabitants of Jerusalem 

A spirit of grace and of petition. 

And they shall look on him whom 

they have thrust through, 

And they shall mourn for him as 

for an only Son and they shall 

grieve over him as one grieves 

over a firstborn (Matthew 26:14-16). 


A reference to an earlier prophet (Amos) and to Jesus is Zechariah 13:5-6.


“The Fight for Jerusalem” (chapter 14) is in apocalyptic style. “On that day” great upheavals, earthquakes, plagues, droughts, on all the nations refusing to worship God, the God of Israel. “On that day” the Lord shall become king over the whole earth; “On that day the Lord shall be the only one, and his name the only one” (Zechariah 14:9, Ephesians 4:5ff).


This will be the beginning of the Messianic Age, one in which we already live since we accept the almost unbelievable Man whom the Apostles loudly proclaimed from a balcony in Jerusalem—one like ourselves—the Man-God.


“And the Word was made flesh and dwelled among us” (John 1:14).

MALACHI
INTRODUCTION


The writer of this prophecy did not give us his name; he seems to have had cause to be anonymous, considering his strong criticism of both people and priests. A later scribe named him simply a messenger of the Lord; shortened, and in Hebrew, Malachi... A patriotic, faithful Jew, he preached after the Babylonian Captivity and the re-settlement of the Judean people.


Malachi’s short prophecy gives us a picture of life in a Jewish community after seventy years of captivity in pagan Babylonia. There they were allowed to learn about and conduct small businesses, something quite new to the Israelites in the homeland. Not only did they learn this well, but some of them became the bankers in a worldwide business. Dust-covered clay tablets of Babylonian business records have been dug up in the area of the city of Babylon. Among them are records of a Jewish business, “Marushu and Sons - International Bank - Insurance - Loans - and Real Estate” etc. Apparently the Murashus (displaced persons from Jerusalem) were the “Lloyd’s” of Mesopotamia. The firm’s books are full of detailed information about the life of the exiles, their names, their occupations, their property, etc.


Back home in Judea at the time of this prophecy, the returnees fell into a serious moral and irreligious state, unacceptable to the God of Moses and unfaithful to his Law. Malachi’s short prophecy is a strong denouncement of their abuses. Each section begins with an opening statement, is followed by a question from the people, and a teaching in reply.


The prophecy begins by quoting God: “I have loved you,” says the Lord. “How have you loved us?” they ask (Malachi l:2). Then God recalls the twin sons of Isaac and Rebecca: Jacob and Esau. Genesis tells us that God chose Jacob to inherit the birthright, the promise to Abraham from God (Genesis 25:23). So a natural opposition began between the two brothers.


Esau’s descendants became the country of Edom; Jacob’s became Israel—the twelve tribes, heirs of the promise. In Moses’ day, Edom had refused to allow the Israelites to pass through their land, southwest of the Promised land. At the time of Malachi, the Edomites had gloated over the fall of Jerusalem in 587 B.C., had killed refugees to their country, and had poached upon the land of Israel. Both Obadiah and Malachi stated the blame due Edom (Malachi 1:3-5).

I. THE SECOND-TEMPLE WORSHIP (Malachi 1:6-2:9)


Moses and Aaron were of the tribe of Levi; God chose Moses as the great lawgiver; Aaron as the origin of the priesthood. His sons became the priests of the Old Covenant. Other descendants of Levi were the custodians, the developers of temple worship: the musicians, singers, planners, guardians of the temple and its gates, etc.



Abruptly, the writer takes up the anger of God at the Judean priests, their slovenly worship, their offering of defective, lame or blind animals, and polluted food (Malachi 1:6-8, Leviticus 22:19-20). “I have no pleasure in you, neither will I accept any sacrifice from your hands” (Malachi 1:12). It was the lack of love and honor for God in their hearts, that offends God; their saving the best for themselves, and offering the defective, the remainder, to God. Do we also tend to do this?


The great code of Israelite worship of their God, the only God, was set down in the Book of Leviticus (Levi’s sons). As with all other peoples of the ancient East, animal sacrifices were offered to their gods. Abraham’s covenant with God was made in this way (Genesis 15:6-18a). Anything offered to God was to be unblemished, perfect, and totally given as a sign of the highest honor and worship. These temple priests in Malachi’s time were greatly offending God (Malachi 1:6-10).


The next verse has been a treasured description of a sacrifice worthy of God. In our hindsight, whatever it meant to Malachi and his people, it described the extent, the far-reaching benefits and honor to God of the Eucharistic sacrifice on our altars (Malachi 1:11). Long gone is the temple, the animal sacrifices, even the temple priests.

II. SINS OF THE PEOPLE (Malachi 2:10-3:24)


Malachi comes down strongly on inter-marriage with pagans, those who worshipped idols and knew not God. For a non-Israelite woman to raise Jewish children was to court the loss of the worship and knowledge of the true God. Not only was that common at this time, but the prophet says:


The Lord is witness between you and the wife of your youth, with whom you have broken faith though she is your companion, your betrothed wife. Did he not make one being, with flesh and spirit; and what does that require but godly offspring? You must safeguard life that is your own, and not break faith with the wife of your youth. For I hate divorce, says the Lord, the God of Israel (Malachi 2:14-16).


In our society today, many Christians marry those who do not worship nor believe in a Creator God, while others marry non-practicing Christians, or non-Catholics. Even in the Old Testament, God taught fidelity to one wife or husband, marriage with those of your faith, and children being raised in a united marriage of the same faith. This is what the Church holds up to us as God’s will for Catholics (Matthew 19:1-9, Genesis 2:24).


Faith in the one true God, Judeo-Christian faith, is so badly split into differing groups, that it sometimes seems a hopeless task to put order into it, especially when people and faiths mingle in many enterprises; and finding one of your own faith is much more difficult. The modern church, in its documents to help us face all this in the world today (Vatican II documents) has clearly taught the truths and the practices for Catholics. Have you ever read the document on the Laity? It can be found in paperback form, in good modern English.

III. THE MESSENGER OF THE COVENANT (Malachi. 3:1-24)


The very first words here tell of God’s intervention in the future: “Lo, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me” (Matthew 11:10). And the GOOD NEWS is announced: “And suddenly there will come to the temple the Lord whom you seek, and the messenger of the Covenant whom you so desire.” “Yes, he is coming,” says the Lord of hosts (Malachi 3:1). And this coming Lord will refine the Levites as one does silver and gold; they will become priests who offer due sacrifice to the LORD... (Malachi 3:4). 


The dialog now begins, with God promising, “Return to me and I will return to you,” which brings their question; “How must we return?” A strange complaint from God accuses them of robbing him! God does not need anything of earthly treasures. The evil that God wants corrected is one which his people today could ponder, for God does not have standards for his people that change. The issue is that He asks that the “firstfruits” be offered to Him from our worldly gains. “Bring the whole tithe... and try me in this. Shall I open for you the floodgates of heaven, to pour down blessing upon you without measure?” What a generous promise—God will return upon you blessings so abundant that your tithe is small indeed beside God’s blessings. Think of it; one dollar out of ten from all God’s people! There would be no lack in household, city, or government, for God keeps His promises. Perhaps you know of a family that has tried that. I do, and God does what he says here… (Malachi 3:8-10).


After this dialog with the selfish and rude, “Then they who fear the Lord spoke with one another, and the Lord listened attentively” (Malachi 3:16a).


“And God enters their names in His record book” (Exodus 32:33, Revelation 20:12).


Malachi’s prophecy concludes with the day when the evil will be like stubble before a fire, and for those who feared and reverenced the Lord, there “will arise the sun of justice with its healing rays” (Malachi 3:2). And we all have our choice—now. 

* * * * * * *
QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 19

Daniel 

Day 1

Read the notes on Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi.


a. 
Did any point stand out for you? Share it.


b. 
What was new to you? 

Day 2


      a.   Read Daniel 1.  What does the story of the food test say to you? 


b. 
Read Daniel 2:1-18, Luke 1:32, Romans 13:1. What does Daniel’s action in 2:14-18 tell you about him? 


c. 
Read Daniel 2:19-23. List the “wisdom and power” of God that Daniel describes in his prayer.

Day 3

Read Daniel 3:1-56, 91-97 (as much of the prayer as you choose).


a.
Share what was most interesting or helpful to you. 


b. 
Is the golden statue symbolic of something in our time? Explain. 


c.
In Daniel 3:6-7 is there a symbolic meaning for our teenagers today? How is this a lesson for us?


d. 
What guided the Hebrew youths in the furnace? How is this a lesson for us? 

Day 4

Read Daniel 5:1-30 



Compare the reaction to the king’s promise by the sages to that of Daniel’s.

Day 5 
Read Daniel 6:4-29.


a. 
What did Daniel’s enemies ask of the king?


b.
How are political officials weakened by similar things? 

Day 6
 


  a.   What do you learn from Daniel’s response to hearing of the law and its aftermath?


 b.    What doctrines of our faith are expressed in Daniel 12:1-3?
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