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Last time we considered God’s holiness and how it applies to us as Christians. Now let’s 

take a closer look at how true obedience to God’s law is an expression of our proper fear of the 

Lord. 

Jehovah admonished the nation of Israel again and again by the mouth of Moses both to 

fear Him and keep His commandments. Why? Because keeping the Lord’s commandments and 

fearing Him are not two detached ideas, but closely connected (Ps. 111:10). Christian young 

people, Godly fear enabled the Israelites then, and enables us now, to obey God’s laws. Inspired 

Jeremiah explained that Jehovah puts fear into the hearts of His covenant people so that we will 

not depart from Him (Jer. 32:40). So, the fear of the Lord is a gift of His grace. It is for our good 

(v. 39). The great church father Augustine said, “Command what Thou wilt, and give what Thou 

commandest.” The Lord does this when He gives us the gift of His fear that we may keep His 

commandments. 

It is impossible to live in spiritual peace and in willing obedience to God without godly 

fear of Him. We see this in the church at the time of the prophet Malachi. It did not enjoy the 

spiritual rest that the God-fearing church did soon after Pentecost (Acts 9:31). The church was 

not comprised of congregations that feared God and were unified in praise of Him (Mal. 3:16; 

Ps. 22:25). Instead, the vast majority of the nation of Israel was neither living in the fear of God 

nor in true obedience to Him. Even though there was no return to the former idolatry that had 

existed before the captivity in Babylon, spiritual corruption in a different form than idol worship 

had settled in. The traditional worship that had been restored consisted of spiritual deadness and 

cold formalism. The people were guilty of the robbing of tithes, false accusations against God, 

and other evils. The priests, or spiritual leaders, were especially to blame. God demanded of 

them, “If then I be a father, where is mine honour? And if I be a master, where is my fear?” 

(Mal. 1:6). These spiritual leaders lacked fear of God. They made an outward show of godliness, 

going through the motions to keep God’s law. 

How did the priests make a show in order to seem obedient to God’s law? First, they tried 

to appear faithful to their marriage vows by maintaining their “marriages.” But, the priests had 

treated their first wives badly and unbiblically divorced them—something which God says He 

hates (Mal. 2:16). Then they replaced their real wives whom the Lord calls “thy companion, and 

the wife of thy covenant” with “daughters of a strange god.” Re-married, they lived in 

continuous adultery with heathen “wives” who were not the God-given ones of their own 

marriage-covenant. The Lord reminded the priests of the reason why they had made the marriage 

vows which they had broken—that they might hope for godly children (Mal. 2:15). God said that 

if they did not change their ways and give glory to His name, He would corrupt their seed (Mal. 

2:1-3).  

Second, the spiritual leaders made a show of keeping God’s law when they accepted 

polluted bread and lame, sick, and blemished animals for sacrifice from the people. Instead of 

refusing these ill gifts and reprimanding the givers, the spiritual leaders helped the people “serve 

God” in an outward way. God’s commandments to sacrifice were kept, but the priests moved 

people to despise God’s law by letting them partially obey it! They encouraged the people in 

superficial, hollow acts of worship. These insincere acts were not good works done out of true 

faith, according to the will of God, and for His glory (Heidleberg Catechism Q&A 91). On the 
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contrary, they were done for personal gain (Mal. 1:10). The people did not offer their firstfruits 

(best) according to His will (Ex. 23:19). Nonetheless, they thought they were doing pretty good, 

for they questioned God “what profit is it that we have kept his ordinance and that we have 

walked mournfully before the Lord of hosts?” (Mal. 3:14). God responded, with righteous anger, 

that their back-talk greatly offended Him (v. 13). “I have no pleasure in you,” the Lord said, 

“neither will I accept an offering at your hand” (Mal. 1:10). He was not glorified by their 

blemished, torn, and lame gifts, and the offering of them was blasphemous. Those tainted 

offerings were not a picture of the perfect, unblemished sacrifice of His only Son, nor were they 

accompanied by what the Lord considers to be true sacrifice: a “broken spirit” and a “broken and 

a contrite heart” (Ps. 51:17). As a result, the sacrifices were not offered out of faith. The people 

worshipped only in outward ritual. 

God explained that His covenant of life and peace had been made with the tribe of Levi 

and its descendants because of Levi’s fear of the Lord (Mal. 2:5; Deut. 10:8). Nevertheless, the 

spiritual leaders of Malachi’s day corrupted the covenant and caused many to stumble at the law 

(Mal. 2:8). Christian young people, we can expect that God’s life and peace will not be with us if 

we do not live obediently in His fear. Living in loving obedience to God is the only way we 

obtain and experience His favor and life in Him (Lev. 18:5). When, by His grace, we are 

determined not to do things which He despises, the Lord takes pleasure in us (Ps. 147:11). We 

must not think, however, that by doing good works of obedience we could ever make ourselves 

worthy of eternal life. We cannot merit anything with God. No man is justified by the law in His 

sight (Gal. 3:2).  

A life of willing obedience to God’s law is what the life of the believer ought to be all 

about. “If ye love Me, keep my commandments,” said Jesus. According to the summary of the 

Law, love for God is the motive that moves us to correctly fear and obey Him. Part of what this 

means is that we not be hypocritical. Outward appearance alone is not enough. God, Who 

searches and knows the heart, requires that obedience be from the heart. “My son, forget now my 

law; but let thine heart keep my commandments: For length of days, and long life, and peace, 

shall they add to thee” (Prov. 3:1-2, emphasis mine, RV). It is our hearts that must do the 

keeping! By whole-hearted obedience to God, we recognize that He is our sovereign Lord and 

lawgiver, and He receives glory, honor, and praise. We know that we will never be perfectly 

obedient while on this earth, but we have the beginnings of obedience by the Spirit’s work of 

grace in us (I Pet. 1:2). We must hate the utter depravity of our old natures, cry out to God for 

help, and by His strength and grace overcome our sinful weaknesses. It will be well with us 

when, in His fear, we keep from willful sins. Said the Lord to Moses, “I have heard the voice of 

the words of this people, which they have spoken unto thee: they have well said all that they 

have spoken. O that there were such an heart in them, that they would fear me, and keep all my 

commandments always, that it might be well with them, and with their children forever!” (Deut. 

5:28-29).  

In conclusion, the proper fear of the Lord is our trust and hope and fountain of life (Prov. 

14:27; Job 4:6). God promises the following glorious blessings to us who fear His name: 

 

And they shall be mine…in that day when I make up my jewels; and I will 

spare them, as a man spareth his own son that serveth him. Then shall ye 

return, and discern between the righteous and the wicked, between him 

that serveth God and him that serveth him not. 
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But unto you that fear my name shall the Sun of righteousness arise with 

healing in his wings; and ye shall go forth, and grow up as calves in the 

stall (Mal. 3:17-18; 4:2). 

    

Originally Published in: 

Vol 61 No 1 January 2002 

http://bible.gospelcom.net/bible?version=KJV&passage=Mal+3:17-18

