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“Playing Church” 

Malachi 1:6-14 

 

 Have you ever seen children play church? 

 When I was just a little fellow in the “Beginners” Sunday School class at the Jones Street 

Baptist Church in Tabor City, NC—what we call the preschoolers now—we loved to play 

church. That was more than 50 years ago, but I can still actually remember a little about it. 

 For a while, our room was set up a little differently than most preschool classrooms. It was 

arranged sort of like a miniature sanctuary. Somebody had put the chairs in rows like the pews in 

the sanctuary. Somebody else had built lecterns that were just the right size for the children in 

each class, so that was our pulpit. 

 I’m not sure how long it went on, but for a while, after our lesson on Sunday morning, we’d 

play church. 

 And guess who was always the preacher! That’s right, I was. And my best buddy at the time, 

W. J. Hardee, always led the music. We’d have our little play service, then we’d go with our 

parents into the real service. 

 I’m sure it was cute to see us playing church, and it was probably a bit encouraging, too, to 

see us kids that interested in church. 

 But you know, it’s an altogether different story when we Christians start playing church in 

our commitment to Jesus Christ and His people! It’s sad, but it’s true—far too often, so much of 

what we do and how we do it amounts to simply playing church.  

 

The Jews of Malachi’s day 

 Such was the case with the people of Judah in the days of Malachi the prophet. Of course this 

was before the coming of Christ and the formation of the church as we understand it. But it was 

very much the same in that they were unfaithful in their commitment to God and to the covenant 

community of faith. 

 It was a difficult time in Judah. 

The people had returned from exile in Babylon, where they’d been carried off because of the 

nation’s sin. The temple that had been destroyed when Jerusalem fell to Babylon’s army had 

been rebuilt now and the worship of God there had been restored. But the prophecies of glory, 

power, and prosperity hadn’t come to fulfillment as they had expected. Instead, they had 

experienced drought, famine, plague, and severe poverty. 

Worship had become a routine, a formality with little or no meaning for those who offered it. 
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They were just going through the motions. It was simply the thing to do. 

The people were frustrated. Some of them were even disillusioned. But rather than trusting 

God in the midst of these difficulties, people were defrauding God, injustice toward others was 

rampant, and men were divorcing their Jewish wives of their youth to marry foreign women in 

the land—daughters of foreign gods. Worst of all, it was often the priests who were doing these 

kinds of things! 

Yet all the while, the people continued to go to the temple to have the priests offer their 

sacrifices in a supposed worship of the LORD. But their hearts were filled with insincerity and 

greed. 

When Malachi came on the scene, probably around 450 B.C., he issued Judah a stern rebuke 

and a call to repentance. 

I’m convinced that we need to hear that call today—and heed it. So many of us today are like 

the people of Malachi’s day—simply playing church. Somewhere in his sermons or his writings, 

Vance Havner, that bold Baptist preacher of several generations ago, put it bluntly when he said, 

“In most churches today, a new convert has to backslide before he can have fellowship with most 

of the members!” 

Malachi’s message 

Look at what Malachi tells his fellow Jews here.  

In 1:6-9, he accuses the priests of dishonoring and disrespecting God, of showing contempt 

for his Holy name. How have they done this? 

By offering defiled food and blemished sacrifices on the LORD’s altar. By doing this, they 

say by their actions that “the LORD’s table is contemptible.”
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The Law demanded unblemished sacrifices and condemned those who knowingly offered 

blemished animals as a sacrifice (Leviticus 22:17-33). When the people came to offer their 

sacrifices at worship, they were keeping the best animals for themselves, giving God their 

blemished “leftovers,” which were far less valuable. 

So Malachi rebuked the priests harshly for offering such sacrifices. They were offensive to 

God. Offering them to Him was in effect to despise His holy name. To drive home the point, 

Malachi challenged them to offer animals like this to the Persian governor when it came time to 

pay their tribute. That would be like telling the IRS, “Let me take care of everything else, then 

I’ll pay my taxes with whatever I have left over.” We know about how well that would work! 

There’s a reason they withhold our taxes from our paychecks! 

Malachi’s point was clear: The LORD would not accept blemished sacrifices, and wouldn’t 

show favor to those who callously defiled His name by offering them. 

In other words, the LORD is not pleased with leftover sacrifices. 

Now I can’t help but ask—do we ever offer God leftover sacrifices? Think about it . . . 

What about our worship? Do we really praise and give thanks to God? Do we come prepared 

to give Him our best?  

Is our private worship irregular or hurried? Do we take it lightly? If we practice personal 

devotions at all, do we do it out of a sense of guilt or true devotion? 

And what about our corporate worship with the congregation? Is coming to worship a real 

priority, something we make it a point to do? Or do we just come “when we can”—translate, 

“when it’s convenient” or “when we don’t have anything else to do or anywhere else to go and 

we feel like it”? 

Isn’t that kind of approach in reality trying to give God our leftovers? After all, barring 

sickness or disability, people usually do about what they want to do, don’t they? 
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We need to remember that not worshiping with God’s people is really very dangerous for one 

who claims to be a believer. The body can survive without a finger; but that finger can’t survive 

without the body! As long as a coal is in a bed of fire with other coals, it burns. But take it away 

and set it to the side and it soon goes out. 

And what about our sincerity in worship? Is our participation genuine and vibrant? Or is it 

just a routine, lifeless formality? Do we come with an attitude of “What can I get out of it?” or an 

attitude of “What can I give to God in this time of worship?” 

What about our service? Do we offer it faithfully and joyfully, or are we lax and insincere? 

Do we execute it grudgingly or out of love and gratitude to God for all He’s done for us? 

And don’t forget our offerings. So many take the attitude (whether they admit it or not), “If I 

have anything left over after I’ve paid my bills and gotten the things I want, I might give some of 

it to the church.” 

You know, even though the number of dollars given to charities, including churches, has 

steadily grown since World War II, our wealth has grown much more. A 2007 study by the 

organization Generous Giving indicates that Christians in the USA gave an average of 2.5 

percent of our income to the Lord’s work—less than the average level of giving “during the 

worst years of the Great Depression (3.3 percent)”!
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 According to annual studies by the 

organization Empty Tomb, by 2012, average church member giving was down to 2.21 percent.
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 God doesn’t want our leftovers! He wants sacrificial giving “up front,” like the Old 

Testament “firstfruits.” When we’re in a right relationship with God and seek His guidance in 

our giving, we’ll gladly give sacrificially, depending on God to supply our needs! 

 

“A holy priesthood . . .” 

 Now maybe you’re sitting there saying, “But wait a minute. Malachi’s talking to the priests 

here! It doesn’t really apply to the rest of us!” 

 Don’t think you can get off that easily! Remember that according to 1 Peter 2:4-10, the 

church—that’s all believers—is a holy and royal priesthood that is to offer up spiritual sacrifices. 

Hebrews 13:15-16 describes those sacrifices as praise, thanksgiving, doing good, and generous 

giving! 

 Do you realize just how strongly God feels about all this? In 1:10, the LORD says that he 

would rather the doors of the house of worship be shut than for insincere worship to be offered 

there.  

 Those are strong words! But as some translations like the Revised Standard Version and the 

New Revised Standard Version render verse 11, it can be interpreted that the sincere worship of 

the pagan nations was more acceptable to God than the insincere worship of His own people! If 

you’re reading the King James Version, the New King James Version, or the New American 

Standard Bible, shall be or will be is in italics, indicating that the translators added these words 

to clarify their translation. The New International Version also translates it with a future sense, 

pointing to the inclusion of the Gentiles and the worldwide spread of the church and its worship 

of God. 

 This certainly wasn’t the first time the LORD had taken His people to task about insincere 

worship. In Isaiah 1:10-20 he told the people that He had had more than enough of their 

meaningless offerings and that He was weary of their solemn assemblies and festivals, and called 

on them to repent. And it wasn’t just Israel and Judah; in Revelation 2:1-7, the risen Lord Jesus 

called on the church at Ephesus—a church that had done just about everything else right—to 

repent because they had forsaken their first love (their love for the Lord Jesus above all else). In 
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other words, they were playing church. 

 That’s something to think about, isn’t it? We must always be on guard against losing our first 

love, against playing church. Our commitment and our worship and our service must be genuine 

and sincere. 

 You see, as Malachi points out in 1:13, the fact of the matter is that insincere worship and 

service is really a wearisome burden. 

 The priests found their work to be a tiresome burden, and the people grew weary of carrying 

on their charade. I mean, really, don’t you just hate to do something when your heart just isn’t in 

it? It’s a real drudgery, isn’t it? 

 Have you ever dreaded coming to church? Has it ever seemed like a wearisome burden to 

you? Is it “boring”? 

 Think for a minute . . . Were you coming with the attitude of offering yourself and your very 

best to God to be put at His disposal? Or were you coming out of habit, or duty, or to be seen, or 

for what you could get out of it, or worse yet, to be entertained? Someone has aptly said that 

“Worship was not designed by God as entertainment, but for His people to have communion 

with Him.”
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 Insincere worship is a burden. But genuine, sincere worship is a joy. Worship is a burden to 

us when we play church, but it’s our lifeblood when we really live church! 

 

 Through Malachi, God rebuked the people of Judah for their leftover sacrifices and insincere 

worship. God still feels the same way! Playing church by offering leftover sacrifices and 

insincere worship is unacceptable to the LORD. 

 So what do you think? If Malachi could see us today here at Smithwood, what do you think 

he’d say? What would he say about you as a disciple of Jesus?  

 It’s so cute when children play church. But when Christians do it, it’s a stench in God’s 

nostrils! 

 Are we really living as Christ’s church, or is it just a little game we’re playing?    
MEG 
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