
Jacob or Esau? 
Malachi 1:1-3 

 
Introduction 
Malachi (meaning “my messenger”) is the last prophetic word from the Lord to Israel for 
some 400 years until the time of the Messiah. Malachi was likely a contemporary of Ezra 
and Nehemiah and is writing probably sometime in the fifth century BC, after the Jews had 
returned from the Babylonian captivity and rebuilt the Temple in Jerusalem. Like Ezra and 
Nehemiah and the prophets Haggai and Zechariah, Malachi writes concerning the need for 
reformation among God’s people. The unstated question that overshadows this oracle is: 
Who are you?  
 
Overview of Malachi 
Malachi’s prophecy can be seen as a chiasm. A chiasm is a common Hebraic literary 
structure that organizes a series of parallels around a central point. Chiasms are used to 
draw the reader’s attention to that point, much like any of a number of devices in paintings 
used to draw the viewer’s eye to a particular feature.  
 
In 1:1-5, God expresses His sovereign love for Jacob in contrast to His hatred and laying 
waste of Esau. This parallels with 4:1-6, where God tells of a coming great and terrible day 
that will bring judgment on the wicked and healing and victory for the faithful. As the 
faithful look to the coming of the Sun of Righteousness, they should remember the Law of 
Moses. And, when Elijah (John the Baptist, Luke 1:17) comes, his message of repentance 
will bring reconciliation between fathers and children. If not, God will strike the earth with 
a curse (“utter destruction”).   
 
Moving in, God accuses the priests of despising His name and bringing unworthy sacrifices 
to Him (1:6-2:2), and also of robbing God of the tithes and complaining about obeying Him 
(3:7-18). In both these sections, God’s people have an attitude of trying to bribe God by 
their worship, which in turn means that they then bring as little as they can get away with 
in their worship. He will not accept this sort of offering (1:10). Instead, He challenges them 
to try Him by their obedience in bringing in the tithes (3:10). God hates sacrificial bribery, 
but He loves to shower blessings on those who walk in obedience.  
 
Moving in towards the center again, God addresses the sins and corruption and failures of 
the Levites (2:3-9). They were supposed to be the teachers of the law, leading the people in 
faithful living, but they have departed from the way. So, God curses them and makes them 
contemptible. This parallels with a prophecy of two coming messengers, the second of 
which will come as a refiner’s fire to purify the sons of Levi, making the offering of God’s 
people acceptable once again (2:17-3:7).  
 
This leaves the central section of Malachi (2:10-16). God accuses Judah of covenant 
unfaithfulness. He has betrayed the marriage covenant by going after “the daughter of a 
foreign god” (cf. Ezra 9-10, Neh. 13:23ff). The husbands have covered the altar of God with 
the tears of their wives with whom they have dealt treacherously. God hates this betrayal 
and profaning of His institution. He will not receive their offerings. He will not hear the 



prayers of husbands who mistreat their wives (cf. 1 Peter 3:7). Their idolatry and their 
adultery leaves them with no assurance that God will hear them (cf. Ps. 66:18). 
 
Who Are You? 
There are many different themes and applications to pull from an overview of Malachi. One 
that stands out is a question of identity. Malachi opens with the contrast between Jacob and 
Esau and ends with the contrast between the wicked and the faithful. The question for his 
audience is, which are you? Are you among the wicked or the faithful? Who are you? Are 
you Esau or Jacob? This is particularly striking because Malachi’s oracle was given to Jews 
who had been brought back out of Babylon. They had seen the Temple rebuilt. They had 
seen the reestablishment of the right worship of Yahweh through the reforms of Ezra. 
These are God’s people. They are Jacob. And yet, God concludes the Old Testament 
revelation with a question to His own people: Are you Jacob whom I have loved? Or are you 
Esau? 
 
Covenantal Presumption and Covenantal Grace 
When we believe in God’s sovereignty over election, which Malachi assumes (1:2-3, cf. 
Rom. 9:13), the temptation is to fall into the same temptation that the Jews fell into, that of 
covenantal presumption. When Elijah (John the Baptist) came preaching, he warned the 
Jews not to think that they were secure because they could trace their line back to Abraham 
(Matt. 3:7-10). They had a false assurance. We can similarly have a false assurance, 
whether based on how we were raised or in our works. Scripture says that those who are of 
faith are sons of Abraham (Gal. 3:7). Malachi’s prophecy is a fitting warning to any who 
think they are part of His Church because of who they are or what they have done. And it is 
also a gracious reminder that the only reason someone can say that they are saved is 
because of the love of God. God chose Abraham from the nations for no merit, chose Jacob 
before he was born. He loved Israel because of His love. And if you believe in the Lord Jesus 
Christ, it is only because “God, who is rich in mercy, because of His great love with which 
He loved us, even when we were dead in trespasses, made us alive together with Christ (by 
grace you have been saved)” (Eph. 2:4-5).  
 
Conclusion 
The Jews in Malachi’s day and in Jesus’ day were guilty of presuming upon God’s grace, 
thinking that their status as Jews was what set them apart. But in doing so, they were acting 
more like Esau, who sold his birthright and then still expected to receive his father’s 
blessing. The question for you is, are you Jacob or are you Esau? Are you here so that you 
can feel good about yourself while excusing your disobedience to God? Or, do you cling to 
Christ because you know that the only reason you are here is because of His love for you? 
All our sin as Christians stems from a neglect of this gospel truth. This truth ought to 
humble us. When we forget God’s saving love, His electing grace, we think we are entitled 
to something, pride sets in, and we soon turn from obeying God. But if we love God, humbly 
acknowledging that we do not deserve His love in any respect, we keep His 
commandments. We follow God because we love Him, and we love Him because He first 
loved us (1 John 4:19). It is His love alone that sets us apart. By grace you have been saved. 
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