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Let’s do a little literature quiz. I am going to quote the first line of a famous story –  you tell me 
what the book is. 
 
1. “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.” (Tale of Two Cities) 
 
2. “Call me Ishmael.” (Moby Dick) 
 
3. “Mr. and Mrs. Dursley, of number four, Privet Drive, were proud to say that they were 
perfectly normal.” (Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone)  

4. “Every Who down in Whoville liked Christmas a lot.” (How the Grinch stole Christmas) 
 
Writers often say that when working on a novel, the hardest sentence to write is the first one. 
Some authors write the bulk of the novel first, and then they go back and come up with a first 
sentence which is worthy of all that they’ve written. 
 
One of my college professors told me that when writing a story or a speech, you have one or two 
sentences to either catch people’s attention, or bore them to tears. 
 
So a first sentence has to grab your attention, to draw you into the story, and give you a sense of 
where the narrative is going to take us. 
 
Tonight, we hear a brief passage from the book of the Prophet Malachi. It is a short book at the 
end of the OT – only four chapters. In fact, tonight’s reading comes from the very last chapter of 
the very last book of the Old Testament.  
 
And even though Malachi is the last book of the OT, I have always thought that the FIRST 
SENTENCE of the prophet Malachi is perfect.  
 
Remember, a first sentence has to grab your attention, draw you into the story, and give you a 
sense of where the writer wants to take you. 
 
So, what is the very first sentence in the Book of the Prophet Malachi? It’s this: 
 

 



 

 
Thus says the Lord to the people of Israel: I have loved you, but you say ‘how have you loved 
us?’ 
 
In that concise opening sentence, God speaks through the prophet Malachi, and names the 
recurring struggle that human beings face in their relationship with God. 
 
God says, “I have loved you,” and we respond, “How? How have you loved us?” 
 
God constantly says to us: “I love you.” 
And we constantly respond, “Oh yeah? Show us!” 
 
From the Book of Genesis onward, God does what is good for us, God does what is right for us, 
God gives us what we need…. And we take our eyes off of all of that, and we say to the Lord, 
“we want more. We want proof. We want what we want.”  
 
God never takes his eyes off of us. We take our eyes off of God. 
 
God never stops loving us. We constantly give our heart and passion to things that are not good 
for us. 
 
God is persistently patient with us. We are consistently impatient with God, with ourselves, with 
each other. 
 
God makes us in his image, we use people, disrespect and belittle one another. 
 
God wants to fulfill our heart’s desire. We think we know better how to do that, and where to 
find fulfillment.  
 
God is gentle. We are angry. 
God is unity. We divide.  
God says, “I love you.” And we respond, “How have you loved us? How?” While the proof is all 
around us… 
 
The prophet Malachi, with his opening sentence, has grabbed our attention, drawn us in, shown 
us where he wants to take us.  
 
And where he takes us is tonight’s reading.  
 



In tonight’s reading, God makes a promise. This God, whom we recklessly ignore and disregard, 
this God from who we stray, says: 
 
Behold, I am sending a messenger to prepare my way. And then the Lord of the covenant will 
come. 
 
God knows that, in the end, we may not be able to find our way home. So God comes to us.  
 
John the Baptist appears, calling us to repentance, preparing the way of the Lord. 
 
Jesus arrives, born of a virgin, repeating the message that is as old a time… God’s eternal 
message to humanity: “I love you.” 
 
Malachi says that the arrival of God’s messenger, and the appearance of the Lord, will lead us to 
see things clearly, to deal with things honestly, to understand that we need to change and repent. 
 
We will see the truth – God does indeed love us. But how have we loved him? 
 
So we need to confess our sin, to admit our brokenness, to ask forgiveness for all of the ways in 
which we have failed to respond to God’s love with our own genuine and generous love. 
 
Isn’t it wonderful that we have this sacrament, in which we can be honest? And isn’t it wonderful 
that we have this sacrament, in which the promise of Christ’s forgiveness is made tangible for us 
without fail? 
 
In the beginning, and the end, God’s message is the same. The story of God’s love for you is 
written across your life. 
 
And tonight, there is only one word God wants you to remember as you ponder his response to 
your mistakes. That one word is… mercy. 
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