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Abstract
This article offers a technical and text-critical interpretation of Mal 2.10-16. 
This text is textually and syntactically difficult because of the ambiguity of 
the Hebrew that leads to the complexity of various textual judgments. This 
complexity further leads to contrasting views of whether the “covenant” 
refers to marriage or not. This article thus gives a detailed technical 
commentary on Mal 2.10-16, arguing that the “covenant” refers to both 
marriage and the covenant of the fathers.
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Introduction

This article aims at offering a technical translation and commentary of Mal 
2.10-16, which has been considered one of the most problematic texts in 
the Old Testament. Anyone who translates this text will very soon find 
that different textual and syntactic decisions can give contrasting views 
on some important issues such as divorce and marriage. Some scholars 
think that there is no negative attitude toward divorce in this text, while 
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others maintain that it prohibits divorce. Still others think that the covenant 
depicted in this text does not refer to the marriage covenant, but to the cov-
enant between Yahweh and Judah. These diverse views stem from the ambi-
guity of the Hebrew text itself, and the complexity of various textual and 
syntactic judgments. This definitely makes the task of translation difficult 
and challenging. It is not the purpose of this article to solve all the problems, 
but to offer a detailed analysis of the text itself in order to provide grounds 
for a sensible judgment on the translation. At the same time, I offer a com-
mentary on the text.

The commentary emphasizes in particular the technical dimensions of 
interpretation. These include various textual, linguistic, historical, and syn-
tactic considerations together with a cautious demand for an accurate and 
literal translation from the Masoretic Text (MT). This commentary will 
remain focused on the final form of MT for most of the interpretative 
judgments.

I shall use BHQ (Gelston 2011) as my MT base text, Rahlfs’s edition 
(2006) as my Greek (G) base text, Field’s edition (1875) as my base text 
for Origen’s Hexapla, the Aramaic Bible (Cathcart and Gordon 1989) for 
my Targum (T) base text, and the Lamsa Bible for my Syriac (S) base text. 
The base text of 4QXIIa is provided by Fuller (1991). I shall rely on the 
critical apparatus of BHS and BHQ for other textual witnesses such as the 
Vulgate (Vg).

The structure of the commentary

This commentary is divided into three sections:

1.	 Technical notes: I shall present the textual evidence for various 
readings in 2.10-16 with remarks showing my preferred readings. 
I shall present scholarly debates on the textual issues. Certain tex-
tual judgments cannot be made without linguistic and syntactic 
considerations. In such cases the reader will be referred to the later 
sections for my arguments.

2.	 The subject matter of 2.10-16: I shall present my introduction on 
the historical background of 2.10-16 so as to elucidate the subject 
matter of 2.10-16. I shall discuss whether this oracle should be inter-
preted figuratively or literally.

3.	 Commentary: I shall present the message of 2.10-16 verse by verse. 
In the course of my presentation, I shall handle the syntactic and 
linguistic issues of the text accordingly.
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English translation of Mal 2.10-16

10 aHas not one Father belonged to all of us?
Has not one God created us?a

Why do we act faithlesslyb to one another,  
to profane the covenant of our fathers?

10a
10b
10c
10d

11 Judah has acted faithlessly; 
an abomination has been done ain Israela and in Jerusalem: 
because Judah has profaned the sanctuary of Yahweh, whichb he 
[God] has loved, 
and married cthe daughter of a foreign god.c

11a
11b
11c 

11d
12 May Yahweh cut off, fora the man who does this,

bwitness or respondentb from the tents of Jacob
even if che bringsc an offering near to Yahweh of hosts. 

12a
12b
12c

13 And this second thinga you are doing: 
Tears coverb the altar of Yahweh – cweeping and crying; 
so that there is still nod eturning to the offering,e 
nor taking of an acceptance from your hand.

13a
13b
13c
13d

14 But you say, “Why?”
Because Yahweh, He is the witness 
between you and the wife of your youth,
aagainst whom you have acted faithlessly,a 
though she is your marriage partner and the wife of your covenant. 

14a
14b
14c
14d
14e

15 Did aHe make onea [flesh] by a remnant of the spirit belonging to Him?b

What does the One seek? A seed of God.
So keep yourselves in your own spirit! 
Do not act faithlesslyc toward the wife of your youth!

15a
15b
15c
15d

16 a“If he hates [her enough] to divorce,”a says Yahweh God of Israel, 
“he covers a violence on his garment,” says Yahweh of hosts.
So keep yourselves in your own spirit! Do not act faithlessly!

16a
16b
16c

Technical notes

2.10
a-a. Vg, S, and T support MT while the two questions are transposed in G. 
Verhoef (1987, 265) suggests that G might thereby be giving a preference to 
God the creator over an earthly patriarch (G understands “one Father” as 
patriarch). MT should be retained.

b. MT reads נבגד. It can be vocalized as either 3ms Niphal perfect or 1cp 
Qal imperfect. The latter case seems to be more natural in the context, and 
is supported by S, T, and Vg. G reads “you abandoned” (ἐγκατελίπετε). 
Smith (1912, 58) suggests that G might avoid “including the prophet him-
self with the guilty ones.” Verhoef argues that Malachi might use “we” to 
include himself in the collective guilt (266). MT should be retained.
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2.11
a-a. There is no textual evidence to regard “in Israel and” (בישראל ו) as a late 
addition as proposed by BHS. Smith suggests that “Israel” is a term outside 
Malachi’s interest (1912, 48). Verhoef disagrees and suggests that Malachi 
may strategically employ “in Israel” to express the totality of all people in 
which “Judah” and “Israel” are interchangeable terms (1987, 268).

b. Petersen suggests that אשר should be emended to אשרה (Asherah) by 
arguing for a haplography in the text. “The daughter of a foreign god” is 
hence Asherah, a famous foreign goddess in the Old Testament (1995, 198-
200). However, this figurative reading is not warranted by any textual wit-
ness. I translate this relative pronoun as a subordinating conjunctive marker 
(contra GKC §158b).

c-c. MT reads “the daughter of a foreign god” (נכר   which is ,(בת־אל 
supported by Vg, α´, σ´, θ´. 4QXIIa reads “the house of a foreign god”  
 G reads “and to pursue another god” (καὶ ἐπετήδευσεν εἰς θεοὺς .(]בית־אל נכר)
ἀλλοτρίους). T reads “the daughters of the nations,” and S reads “foreign 
gods.” G, T, and S have different figurative renderings. It seems that they are 
exegetical rather than literal translations. MT is preferable since it is easier to 
understand in the context than 4QXIIa, which seems to be a scribal error.

2.12

a. MT and T read “for the man” which supports a reading with ל before “the 
man.” G, S, and Vg provide a reading that does not reflect ל before “the 
man.” Gelston suggests that S interprets it wrongly as a direct-object marker 
(1987, 189). It seems that G, S, and Vg may interpret ל as a direct-object 
marker and take “the man” as the object of “cut off.” In my translation, I 
handle it as an indirect-object marker. See the commentary on 2.12.

b-b. MT reads “awake and one who answers” (ער וענה). G and 4QXIIa read 
“witness and one who answers” (עד וענה). S and T read “son and grandson.” 
It is undeterminable text-critically. Scholars interpret this phrase as “every-
one” (Verhoef 1987, 268; Smith 1912, 50; Driver 1906, 314), as “the aroused 
one and the lover” (Glazier-McDonald 1987, 98; 1986, 295-98), as “rites 
involving nakedness and improper cohabitation” (Petersen 1995, 201), or as 
Judah’s sons “Er and Onen” (Sweeney 2000, 736-37). In my translation,  
I read “witness and one who answers [i.e., respondent]” (וענה  by an (עד 
emendation to MT based on G and 4QXIIa. The emendation supposes a 
scribal error in MT, in which the word “awake” (ער) was mistakenly written 
instead of an original “witness” (עד).1 This emendation makes sense in 
terms of meaning. See the commentary on 2.12.

1 E.g., Shields 1999, 75; Hill 1998, 235-36; Fuller 1991, 51.
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c-c. Only G reads “from bringing” (ἐκ προσαγόντων) for “the one who 
brings” (מגיש) and should be disregarded. BHQ (151) suggests that G may 
interpret מ as a preposition instead of the prefix of the participle. I translate 
the participle as “he brings.”

2.13
a. Only G reads “I hate” (ε’μίσουν) for “second” (שנית) and should be disre-
garded. G may have been influenced by 2.16 and interpreted שנית as a verb 
meaning “I hate” from the root שנא.

b. The infinitive “to cover” (כסות) is translated as “you cover” in G, α´, θ´, 
and Vg. I maintain the infinitive construct provided by MT and 4QXIIa, as 
this infinitive usage can be upheld by a specific linguistic argument based 
on the threefold infinitive sequence (לקחת ,פנות ,כסות) in this verse (Zehnder 
2003, 231).

c. There is a waw-conjunction before the phrase “weeping and crying” 
 attested in 4QXIIa, G, and S. But it does not affect the overall (בכי ואנקה)
meaning.

d. MT, Vg, and S read “there is no” (מאין) while 4QXIIa and G read “trou-
ble” (מאון). It is syntactically natural to maintain MT’s reading. Zehnder 
suggests that מאין can be interpreted as a conjunctive marker (“so that there 
is no”; 2003, 234).

e-e. MT, 4QXIIa, T, and α´ read “turning to the offering” (פנות אל־המנחה). 
G reads “regard for the sacrifice” (ἐπιβλέψαι εἰς θυσίαν). S reads “regard 
your offering.” MT should be retained.

2.14
a-a. The phrase “against whom you have acted faithlessly” (אשר אתה 
בה  is missing only in 4QXIIa due to an obvious haplography (בגדתה 
(contra Fuller 1991, 52). MT should be retained.

2.15
a-a. G takes “one” as the subject of “make” while T and S take “one” as the 
object of “make.” It is unclear whether “one” is the object or subject of “make” 
in MT and 4QXIIa. I translate “one” as the object of “make.” It seems that 
it is a syntactic issue rather than a textual one. See the commentary on 2.15.

b. Vg, S, and T read this statement as a question. MT and 4QXIIa do not 
explicitly read this as a question but it is syntactically possible. I translate it 
as a question.

c. G, 4QXIIa, T, Vg read “you act faithlessly” (תבגד). MT reads “he acts 
faithlessly” (יבגד). S reads “let none act faithlessly.” 4QXIIa is preferable 
(see also GKC §144p). I translate it as an imperative.
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2.16
a-a. MT reads “for he hates divorce” (כי־שנא שלח), in which “to divorce” is 
the object of “hate,” and which is not a conditional sentence. 4QXIIa reads 
“except he hates her, to divorce” (כי אם שנתה שלח) in which “her” is the 
object of “hate.” It is unclear whether “to divorce” is a modifier of “hates” 
or is the apodosis of this conditional sentence. G reads “but if hating you 
divorce” (ἀλλὰ ἐὰν μισήσας ἐξαποστείλῃς), in which “divorce” is taken as a 
subjunctive aorist with the subject “you.” “Hate” is taken as a participle 
without an explicit subject. S does not show this phrase. T reads “But if you 
hate her, divorce her,” where “her” is the object of “hate” and “divorce” is 
the apodosis of the conditional sentence. Thus, it is difficult to decide  
(1) whether “her” (4QXIIa, T) or “to divorce” (MT) is the direct object of 
“hate”; (2) whether “you divorce” or the next clause in the speech, “he cov-
ers a violence on his garment,” is the apodosis of the conditional sentence in 
G; (3) whether “divorce” is an infinitive construct (4QXIIa and MT) or to be 
understood as in G, which has a subjunctive aorist; (4) whether it is a con-
ditional sentence (4QXIIa, G, T) or not (MT).

Several proposals have been offered: (1) “For I hate divorce.” This reading 
can be achieved either by emending “he hates” (שנא) to “I hate” (שנאתי; BHS, 
1084; Driver 1906, 317; Smith 1984, 319), or by re-vocalizing the Qal perfect 
“he hates” (נֵא  in which (Verhoef 1987, 278 ;שנֵֹא) ”to a participle “hating (שָֹ
the subject “I” is implied (GKC §116s). However, none of these emendations 
is supported by any textual evidence and so should be disregarded. (2) “If he 
hates her, divorce!” This reading allows divorce (cf. Deut 24.1-3): If a hus-
band in Judah hates his wife, then he can send her away (Isaksson 1965, 32). 
It seems to be supported by G, 4QXIIa, Vg, and T. However, a careful syntac-
tic consideration shows that G actually does not support divorce (Fuller 1991, 
55-56; Jones 1990, 683-85). The positions of protasis and apodosis in  
G should be accurately determined: “ἀλλὰ ἐὰν [but if] introduces the protasis, 
with the apodosis being announced by the καὶ [then]. The apodosis is not the 
verb ἐξαποστείλῃς [you divorce] as it is so often taken to be” (Jones 1989, 
21). The syntax of 4QXIIa allows this interpretation. T can be explained as a 
scribal harmonization with Deut 24.1-3 (Cathcart and Gordon 1989, 235). 
Therefore, the clause “he covers a violence on his garment” is the apodosis 
while “if he hates and divorces” is the protasis. Then the statement is negative 
to divorce. However, its prohibitive force is not so strong as “I hate divorce.” 
(3) “If he hates and divorces.” This is suggested by Hugenberger (1994, 
72-73). This reading is supported by G. כי in MT can be used as a logical and 
conditional particle to introduce a protasis (Waltke and O’Connor 1990, 
§39.3.4e). However, it is hard to argue that כי is a conditional particle as 
4QXIIa finds it difficult to introduce a protasis without adding אם.
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I propose “If he hates [her enough] to divorce.” This phrase is the prota-
sis while “he covers a violence on his garment” is the apodosis. “To divorce” 
is a modifier to qualify the action of “hates.” The object of “hates” can be 
understood as “her” in the context. There are four reasons for this proposi-
tion: (1) It is not easy to determine from MT whether or not the sentence is 
conditional; (2) the object of “hates” is “her,” explicit in 4QXIIa and T and 
implicit in G. Whether “her” appears in the text (4QXIIa, T) or not (G) does 
not affect the overall meaning. Thus I translate as “[her]” to indicate my 
hesitation; (3) “to divorce” (שלח) should be taken as an infinitive construct 
based on MT and 4QXIIa. The translator of G may have had the habit of 
translating the infinitive as 2ms indicative (2.13); (4) it makes sense in the 
context: if he divorces because he hates her, then it is a violent act.

The subject matter of Mal 2.10-16

As can be seen, textual issues can significantly affect the meaning of the 
oracle. For instance, the textual consideration of 2.16a-a can result in 
totally opposite views on divorce. The emendation of the phrase “witness 
or respondent” should also be made in order to make good sense in its con-
text. Further, it is important to determine the meanings of “the daughter of 
a foreign god” (2.11) and marriage covenant (2.14) on the linguistic level in 
order to articulate the subject matter. There are two ways to understand the 
text: (1) It deals with syncretistic worship in which the phrase “the daughter 
of a foreign god” refers to a goddess and the marriage covenant is inter-
preted as a figurative marriage between Yahweh and Judah. In this case the 
oracle does not constitute an attack on divorce; or (2) it deals with intermar-
riage and divorce, in which case the same phrase refers to a foreign woman 
and the covenant is an actual marriage between husband and wife. I shall 
illustrate the two standpoints and my preferred interpretation.

The majority of scholars support the opinion that intermarriage is the sub-
ject matter.2 The strongest argument is perhaps “the existence of this abuse 
[intermarriage and divorce] in the post-exilic community” (Harrison 1987, 
70). Scholars usually date Malachi between the rebuilding of the second 
temple and the end of the Persian Empire, based on two obvious reasons: 
(1) the noun “governor” (1.8 ,פחה) reflects Persian political administration 
(Smith 1912, 6); (2) temple service is Malachi’s main concern. However, 
scholars disagree with one another on a precise date within this long  
period.3 It seems that Ezra–Nehemiah (Neh 6.17-19; Ezra 9–10) shares the 

2 E.g., Hill 1998, 255; Sweeney 2000, 732; Smith 1912, 49-50; Hugenberger 1994; Driver 
1906, 313-17; Verhoef 1987, 263-78.
3 For a brief survey on the dating, see Redditt 1994, 241-42.
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same concerns regarding tithing (3.10) and intermarriage (2.10-16). But these 
same concerns do not necessary imply that Malachi is to be dated near the end 
of Ezra and Nehemiah’s careers. Resorting to the dating of Ezra–Nehemiah 
can create a circular logic in which it is unclear whether the dating of Malachi 
is derived from that of Ezra–Nehemiah or vice versa. Rather, I prefer not to 
date Malachi at a particular point within this long period. The shared concerns 
of intermarriage and divorce only imply that they had been factors that had 
shaken the unity of Judah’s community over a long time during the postexilic 
period. Whether or not we can fix the date of Malachi does not affect this sub-
ject matter. This problem of intermarriage and divorce is further sharpened 
when Judah is in economic difficulty (Kaufmann 1977, 436). Judah’s hus-
bands may have married foreign women to improve their economic status. 
Given that monogamy is more economically feasible than polygamy, which 
can only be afforded by wealthy families (Glazier-McDonald 1987, 114), and 
that monogamy is dominant in Israel’s marriage practices (de Vaux 1961, 25), 
Judahite men may have shown a tendency to divorce in order to marry for-
eign women (Eissfeldt 1965, 442) because the foreign parents expected their 
daughters not to be ignored or given a secondary place. Further, the textual 
consideration of 2.16a-a supports a negative view on divorce. In sum, inter-
marriage fits historically as the subject matter, and the phrase “the daughter 
of a foreign god” would thus refer to a non-Jewish woman.

Other scholars suggest that this oracle is an attack on cultic apostasy, and 
take “the daughter of a foreign god” (2.11) to be a goddess and “marriage 
covenant” (2.14) to refer to a figurative marriage.4 The figurative under-
standing of 2.11 is closely connected with the interpretation of 2.13, in which 
the weeping and groaning are foreign cultic practices performed before the 
altar of Yahweh. The ritual mourning is related to the worship of a foreign 
goddess (Hvidberg, 1962). Malachi illustrates the faithlessness of Judah in 
betraying the covenantal religion of Yahweh by using a metaphor similar to 
that of Hosea. In this view of the text, the oracle makes no negative judgment 
on divorce. However, these scholars overstate the significance of the figura-
tive sense of “daughter” by rendering the phrase as “goddess,” since “daugh-
ter” (or “girl”) in the expression “daughter of [a deity]” usually refers to a 
person rather than a goddess: in Deut 32.19, Yahweh’s sons and daughters 
are obviously human beings and not deities, as the context makes clear. In 
Num 21.29, Chemosh is the chief god of Moab. The people or daughters of 
Chemosh are understood as human beings rather than deities in this context. 
Thus there is a strong likelihood that “the daughter of a foreign god” refers 

4 E.g., Hvidberg 1962, 120-23; Ahlström 1971, 49; Torrey 1898, 9-10; Floyd 2000, 604; 
Isaksson 1965, 34-37; Petersen 1995, 206.
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to a human instead of a goddess. Nonetheless, the arguments for the “god-
dess” view are supported at the level of linguistics. As I shall illustrate, the 
semantic choices of “act faithlessly,” “profane,” “abomination,” “cut off,” 
“turning,” and “offering” are loaded with ritual and sexual connotations. 
This strengthens the possibility that the oracle refers to the practice of non-
Israelite rites in the postexilic period.

As I have argued, both intermarriage and apostasy are likely to be the 
subject matters of the oracle. How can one understand the link between the 
two issues? It is possible to argue that intermarriage introduces syncretistic 
worship.5 Foreign women are frequently depicted as practitioners and adher-
ents of foreign cults (e.g., 1 Kgs 11.8; 16.31) (Brenner 1985, 117-18). They 
introduce religious cults that pollute the temple in Ezekiel’s vision. Malachi 
may be using the language of Ezekiel (Ezek 8.14) in 2.13 to depict the rees-
tablishment of a foreign weeping cult. Therefore, it seems that Malachi 
opposes the introduction of syncretistic worship through intermarriage.

Commentary

10. The term “act faithlessly” (בגד) is a key term in the whole oracle (2.10, 
11, 14, 15, 16). This is the vocabulary of covenant (Hos 6.7) with sexual and 
marriage connotations (Jer 3.8-20). This faithless act contains the betrayal 
of the marriage covenant or of Yahweh’s covenant, in the form of adultery 
(Jer 9.1) and hypocrisy (Jer 12.6).6 Both of these applications of בגד suit the 
context of 2.10-16, in which Judah’s faithlessness in her marriage covenant 
occurs in the presumed “oneness” of her covenantal relationship.

The word “profane” (חלל) means to defile, violate, or pollute something 
holy (Sabbath, Exod 31.14; “holy thing,” Lev 19.8; the sanctuary, Lev 
21.12; the temple, Ezek 9.7) or someone (God’s name, Lev 18.21; oneself, 
Lev 21.4; offspring, Lev 21.15) and is itself a cultic term. “Profaning the 
covenant” is well attested in Pss 55.21; 89.35, 40, in addition to 2.10d.

“The covenant of our fathers” probably refers to the Sinai covenant 
(Verhoef 1987, 267). The semantic choices of “act faithlessly” and  
“profane” relate well to the covenantal regulations and the holiness ordi-
nances of the Mosaic Law rather than the patriarchal covenant of Abraham. 
So now Malachi expresses a general condemnation of Judah’s faithless-
ness by tracing back to their covenantal origin.

The oracle starts with two interrogatives (2.10ab) functioning as rhetori-
cal devices to gain the audience’s attention and to lay out his charge to 

5 E.g., Glazier-McDonald 1987, 118-20; Shields 1999.
6 Cf. Glazier-McDonald 1987, 84-85; Kaiser 1987, 76.
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Judah: although it is natural to be faithful to the one God, Judah still acts 
faithlessly and profanes the covenant of their fathers.

11. Judah’s faithlessness is evidenced throughout the community. “Judah” is 
a syntactically appropriate subject of both the feminine form of the verb 
“act faithlessly” in 2.11a and the masculine form of the verb “profane” in 
2.11c. This feminine–masculine shift denotes the inclusiveness of all of 
Judah’s people (Glazier-McDonald 1987, 89). Hence, an abomination has 
been performed throughout the whole community of Israel-Judah.

“Abomination” (תועבה) is a technical term that describes the unaccept-
ability of offerings to Yahweh (Prov 21.27; Isa 1.13). It is also a sexually 
loaded term in the contexts of marriage and family and of prostitution (Lev 
18.22-30; Deut 22.5; 23.19; 24.4) and is used to describe the ritual worship 
of banned idols (2 Kgs 16.3; Jer 32.35). Both the marital and cultic contexts 
of “abomination” fit the phrase “married the daughter of a foreign god.” 
Hence, it is possible to interpret this “abomination” as the actual marriage 
between men of Judah and women with foreign religious backgrounds.

The general complaint of 2.10 becomes more specific when Malachi 
uses “abomination” to describe what the people of Judah have done every-
where in their treacherous behavior. This abomination is qualified as having 
two components, one cultic (2.11c) and one social (2.11d). First, the word 
“profane” is a cultic term meaning to defile ritual purity. Malachi is dealing 
with the problem of syncretistic worship in which foreign rituals are per-
formed in the sanctuary of Yahweh. Second, the social problem of having 
“married the daughter of a foreign god” further provides the root cause for 
practicing syncretistic worship. These foreign women do not abandon their 
religion but urge their Judahite husbands to practice it in the congregation.

12-13. It is difficult to determine the object of “cut off” (2.12 ,יכרתa). 
Possible candidates would be “(to) the man” (לאיש) and “witness or respon-
dent” (עד וענה). It is true that ל can be interpreted as a direct-object marker 
(Smith 1912, 58); however, the direct object of this verb in the Hiphil is 
normally accompanied by either the direct-object marker את or no marker 
at all. When a prepositional phrase with ל accompanies the verb, it generally 
means “with regard to” or “from,” as in 1 Sam 2.33 or 1 Kgs 14.10. Therefore 
“the man” is not the best candidate. When this verb is used with מן, it means 
“cut off a from b” (Jer 11.19; 50.16), where “a” is the direct object while  
“b” is an indirect object introduced by מן. Thus, “the tents of ” is an indirect 
object. This leaves “witness or respondent” (עד וענה) as the most suitable 
choice syntactically for the direct object. In this sentence, “witness or 
respondent” is not equivalent to “the man,” but is what will be cut off from 
the man. The most striking observation is that both the (לאיש) ל and מן 
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 Malachi might deliberately employ a double .יכרת appear after (מאהלי)
paronomasia through the use of the prepositions to allude ironically to 
Yahweh’s “cutting” a covenant with (ל) Judah (the man). But this “cutting” 
of a covenant is undone by “cutting off witness or respondent” for “the 
man” from (מן) the tent of Jacob due to the abomination.

The phrase “witness or respondent” (2.12b) is problematic. My emenda-
tion suggested in the technical note makes sense in the context: Judah’s peo-
ple may expect acknowledgement by a “witness or respondent” when they 
bring an offering near to Yahweh (2.12c) to indicate the acceptance of the 
offering. Or, seen in another context, if they should wish to obtain witnesses 
to defend themselves from Malachi’s charge concerning ritual practices, 
these witnesses are cut off from the tents of Jacob. The phrase matches the 
legal and dialectical writing style of Malachi, and implies a mutual relation-
ship between witnessing and answering in a legal court. This interpretation 
comes naturally in the context of 2.14, in which Judah asks “why?” to defend 
themselves while Yahweh is ironically said to serve as “witness” (העיד) in 
2.14b. Thus the “witness or respondent” is actually Yahweh. Yahweh cuts 
himself off from the tent of Jacob due to Judah’s faithlessness.

Yahweh turns away from their gifts and does not accept their offerings 
because of their treacherous act (2.13c). “Turning” (פנות) is a technical term 
in the context of sacrifice, especially when the sacrifice is not accepted by 
Yahweh (Num 16.15).

Verse 2.13b demands scholarly consideration. It has been variously sug-
gested that it represents (1) the mourning of Judah’s wives who have been 
divorced by their husbands (Zehnder 2003, 232-34; Kaufmann 1977, 439); 
(2) the weeping of the whole congregation because of Yahweh’s non-accep-
tance of their offering (Hill 1998, 237; Shields 1999, 77); and (3) a foreign 
cultic practice with a mourning ritual (Hvidberg 1962, 120-23; Ahlström 
1971, 49). Option (1) should be rejected, as it was not possible for a woman 
to approach an altar in the Second Temple period (Smith 1912, 51). Option 
(2) is based on the assumption that the congregation of Judah try to please 
Yahweh by superficial mourning with worldly sorrow but they do not aban-
don their intermarriage (Verhoef 1987, 273). The weeping ritual of (3) is 
attested at Ezek 8.14 (Petersen 1995, 201-2). Based on my previous argu-
ment that intermarriage introduces syncretistic worship, (2) and (3) might 
not be mutually exclusive. Marriages with non-Jewish women are the main 
reason for the non-acceptance of the offering. On the one hand, the people 
show superficial sorrow before the altar in order to please God. On the other 
hand, they maintain syncretistic worship including a foreign cultic practice 
of weeping. This hypocritical attitude can be read coherently with 2.12: they 
attempt to get the acknowledgment of “witness and respondent” (2.12b) on 
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the one hand and to bring “an offering to Yahweh” (2.12c) on the other. The 
chief motive is to please Yahweh superficially. Malachi depicts the syncre-
tistic worship in 2.12 further in 2.13, in which the people maintain their 
superficial mourning before Yahweh but do not abandon their foreign cultic 
practice of mourning.

14. “The wife of your covenant”: There is disagreement about whether “cov-
enant” here refers to marriage. Against this, scholars suggest the marriage is 
figurative, arguing either that the concept of covenant is incompatible with 
marriage in the Old Testament (Isaksson 1965, 31), or that “the daughter of 
a foreign god” is a goddess who replaces Yahweh as a covenantal partner 
following a figurative divorce (Hvidberg 1962, 122; Ahlström 1971, 49). 
Other scholars agree that this phrase is best interpreted as a marital covenant 
based on the arguments that (1) marriage as a covenant is attested in Prov 
2.17 and Ezek 16.8 (Tate 1987, 403; Garland 1987, 420); (2) “one flesh” in 
Gen 2.24 is the result of a marriage treaty (Kaiser 1987, 79); (3) the cove-
nant in 2.14 is similar to the covenant made between Jacob and Laban (Gen 
31.43-44; i.e., between humans, not between God and humans), in which 
Yahweh is also involved as witness (Glazier-McDonald 1986, 102). In my 
judgment, although Yahweh should not be seen as a covenantal partner in 
this marriage but as a third-party witness, there is no reason to deny that the 
marriage covenant is made within the cultic community of the covenant 
alluded to in 2.10. The marital covenant between husband and wife is 
based on the religious covenant between Yahweh and Judah (McKenzie 
and Wallace 1983, 558). However, this religious covenant should not be 
identified with the marriage referred to in this verse since that would mean 
“the wife of your covenant” was Yahweh himself, reversing the normal 
role of Yahweh as husband in the Old Testament (cf. Hosea, Ezekiel).

Judah protests against Malachi’s verdict by asking “why?” (2.14). 
Malachi replies that Judah has acted faithlessly with “the wife of your cov-
enant,” a marriage covenant made before Yahweh as witness. The threefold 
mention of “the wife of your youth,” “your marriage partner,” and “the wife 
of your covenant” takes us to the heart of the matter: the wife of Judah (i.e., 
the Jewish wife), who was originally within a covenantal relationship, is 
betrayed by Judah’s treacherous act.

15. 2.15a is perhaps the most difficult part in the whole oracle: (1) Is “one” 
 ”To what do “one (2) ? (עשה) ”the subject or object of the verb “make  (אחד)
-refer? (3) How should we inter (2.15b)  (האחד) ”and “the one (2.15a)  (אחד)
pret “remnant of spirit” (ושאר רוח)? Different proposals can be divided into 
two main groups: (1) “one” is taken as the subject of “make” (G). This 
means that “no one” can possess a remnant of spirit when he intermarries. 
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Here “spirit” refers to either sound judgment (cf. Num 11.25; Verhoef 1987, 
277) or reproductive potential (Glazier-McDonald 1987, 107-109).  
(2) “One” is taken as the object of “make” (T, S), with Yahweh as the implied 
subject. This means that Yahweh has established the creation order of “one 
flesh,” which is the language of Gen 2.24. He prefers this marital “oneness” 
even though he possesses a remnant of his spirit that can provide more than 
one woman (Sweeney 2000, 738; Hugenberger 1994, 126-27). Although van 
der Woude (1986, 69) and Shields (1999, 79-80) argue that 2.15 cannot be 
linked to Gen 2.24 semantically, Zehnder offers a more convincing survey of 
various linguistic links to Gen 1–2 (2003, 247-48). Hence, the interpretation 
“one flesh” seems to be well situated in the marriage context of 2.10-16. 
Then, “the One” (האחד) in 2.15b refers to Yahweh: Malachi deliberately adds 
a definite article to contrast with the anarthrous “one” in 2.15a.

Although God can provide more than one wife with a remnant of his 
spirit (2.15), he does not do so in order to seek a “divine seed.” The creation 
order of “oneness” reflects the will of “the One” (God) that the mutual 
bonding of marriage between man and woman as a unity not be broken. 
Such a union fulfills God’s desire, and thus any resulting children can be 
described as “divine” or “of God.” Finally, the twofold imperative in 2.15c-d 
reminds the audience that faithlessness is the root of the problem. This faith-
lessness violates the created order of “oneness.”

16. Malachi further confirms that it is a violent act when Judah hates and 
divorces his former wife. A majority of scholars agree that “covering a violence 
on his garment” is a metaphor which alludes to the covering of a bride with a 
garment as a traditional custom in the wedding ceremony (Zehnder 2003, 256; 
Jones 1989, 19; Smith 1912, 56). Malachi uses this metaphor to state that 
divorce is actually a violent act towards Judah’s “wife of the covenant.”

Finally, Malachi concludes by repeating 2.15cd in 2.16c. The imperative 
“do not act faithlessly,” which is a covenantal and marital term, appears again 
to give a final indictment to Judah. This faithlessness is reflected in Judah’s 
intermarriage (2.11), divorce (2.16), apostasy (2.13), and syncretistic worship 
(2.12-13). Both the marriage covenant (2.14) and the “covenant of the fathers” 
(2.10) are profaned by this faithlessness. The unity of the community (2.10) 
and the “oneness” of the creation order of marriage (2.15) are shaken due to 
this treacherous act. Judah should stop this faithlessness immediately.
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Abbreviations

α´	 Aquila in Hexaplaric witness (Field 1875)
σ´	 Symmachus in Hexaplaric witness (Field 1875)
θ´	 Theodotion in Hexaplaric witness (Field 1875)
4QXIIa	 Qumran texts of Malachi, the oldest extant manuscript of the 

series XII.
BHQ	 Biblia Hebraica Quinta (Gelston 2011)
BHS	 Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (Kittel and Kahle 1997)
GKC	 Gesenius 2006
G	 Septuagint (as reflected in Rahlfs 2006)
MT	 Masoretic Text (as reflected in BHQ)
S	 Syriac Peshitta (as reflected in Lamsa 1957, English translation)
T	 Targum (as reflected in Cathcart and Gordon 1989, English 

translation)
Vg	 Vulgate


