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See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek 

will suddenly come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight—indeed, he is 
coming, says the LORD of hosts. But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he 
appears? For he is like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap; he will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, 
and he will purify the descendants of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, until they present 
offerings to the LORD in righteousness. Then the offering of Judah and Jerusalem will be pleasing to the 
LORD as in the days of old and as in former years. Then I will draw near to you for judgment; I will be 
swift to bear witness against the sorcerers, against the adulterers, against those who swear falsely, 
against those who oppress the hired workers in their wages, the widow and the orphan, against those 
who thrust aside the alien, and do not fear me, says the LORD of hosts. For I the LORD do not change; 
therefore you, O children of Jacob, have not perished.  

Ever since the days of your ancestors you have turned aside from my statutes and have not kept 
them. Return to me, and I will return to you, says the LORD of hosts. But you say, “How shall we 
return?” Will anyone rob God? Yet you are robbing me! But you say, “How are we robbing you?” In 
your tithes and offerings! You are cursed with a curse, for you are robbing me—the whole nation of 
you! Bring the full tithe into the storehouse, so that there may be food in my house, and thus put me to 
the test, says the LORD of hosts; see if I will not open the windows of heaven for you and pour down for 
you an overflowing blessing. I will rebuke the locust for you, so that it will not destroy the produce of 
your soil; and your vine in the field shall not be barren, says the LORD of hosts. Then all nations will 
count you happy, for you will be a land of delight, says the LORD of hosts.   (Malachi 3:1-12) 
 

Many of you probably know Peter Marshall, one of the most famous Presbyterian pastors of 
the 20th Century. What you may not know is that he did not start out wanting to be a preacher.  
What he really wanted to be was a sailor.  As a boy in Scotland, Peter dreamed of leaving his “drab 
and uninteresting life” behind for the romance and glamour of a life spent at sea.  God, however, had 
other plans.  As hard as he tried, Marshall could never land a steady job in the merchant marine or 
the navy.  And with each closed door, with each disappointment, the young Scotsman became more 
and more convinced that God was trying to tell him something... that God had a plan for him that did 
not involve the navy.  It took him a while to figure out what that other plan was, but it finally came 
to him one Sunday afternoon.  In an instant, as he turned a lazy bend on a path through some 
rhododendron bushes, he just knew.  “I was coming to the United States to enter the ministry,” he 
said, “because I believed, with all my heart, that those were my orders from my Chief.” 
 So, at the age of 24, Peter Marshall bought a single, one-way ticket and boarded the sailing 
vessel Cameronia.  As he watched the green hills of Scotland drift away into the haze, his eyes were 
full of tears.  He was alone and frightened.  But he was also convicted of mind and purpose.  He was, 
as he described it, “under sealed orders” from “the Chief.”  He did not know where he was going or 
what he was being sent to do.  He only knew that God was sending him. 
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“Put me to the test, says the LORD of hosts; see if I will not open the windows of 
heaven for you…” 
Peter Marshall arrived at Ellis Island in the month of March, 1927.  He had with him only 

enough cash to pay for two weeks of food and lodging.  He did not know where he would work.  He 
did not know where he would live.  And he hadn’t the foggiest clue of how he would enter the 
ministry.  So, he found any work he could get.  He dug trenches, worked construction, and tended 
blast furnaces in a foundry.  The jobs were awful for him, and he began to think that he’d made a 
terrible mistake.  But just as he was considering tossing in the towel, he got a letter out of the blue.  
It came from a friend from his youth, another young Scot who had immigrated to the United States a 
few years before Marshall.  Word had come to him that Peter was getting discouraged and was 
thinking of going back to Scotland.  “Before you do that,” he wrote,” why not come on down to 
Birmingham and talk it over?  You’ll like the South,” he said.  “Better things might open up for you 
down here.”  That friend hoped he could find Marshall a job with the local paper, The Birmingham 
News. 
 Marshall certainly had no better option, so he said he’d go.  He had to borrow $40 to make 
the trip to Alabama, but he did end up getting a job at the Birmingham paper.  He was a “galley 
slave,” which meant he corrected proofs before they went to print.  He made $17 a week – barely 
enough to cover his weekly expenses.   
 But when he settled in and settled down, things really began to happen… and happen 
quickly.  Somehow the pastor of Old First Presbyterian Church of Birmingham had heard that a 
young Scot was coming to town.  As a Welshman, he was intrigued that another son of Great Britain 
was coming to Birmingham.  The two hit if off immediately.  Marshall joined the church and quickly 
invested himself in its ministry.  He was president of the Young People’s Society, Scoutmaster for 
the Boy Scout troop, and the regular teacher for the Men’s Bible Class.  He even helped lead worship 
from time to time.  Within just a few months, the presbytery had received Peter Marshall as a 
candidate for ministry and recommended him as a student to nearby Columbia Theological 
Seminary.  In the church, Marshall found “a happiness and a joy in service that money couldn’t 
buy…” 
 Lack of money, however, still nipped at Marshall’s heels.  As much as he ached to begin his 
studies at Columbia, he simply could not afford to go.  His less-churchified colleagues at the 
newspaper would rib him about it.  “Hey Peter, how are you going to pay for seminary, anyway?  
You’ve acquired the unfortunate habit of eating.  You can’t save anything on twenty dollars a week.”   
 He knew they were right.  He couldn’t even afford the six dollar bus ride to the seminary, let 
alone the tuition.  Even so, he refused to be discouraged.  Every time his colleagues would tease him 
about how he’d pay for his theological education, he had the same answer.  “That’s the Lord’s 
business,” he would say.  “[God] sent me to this country to enter the ministry, and it’s His affair how 
He’s going to get me there.  All I have to do is to obey.  He’ll tend to the rest.” 

“Put me to the test, says the LORD of hosts; see if I will not open the windows of 
heaven for you…” 
One night in the spring of 1928, when Peter Marshall had been in Birmingham less than eight 

months, he attended a Men’s Bible Class event.  During the course of the night, one of the members 
handed Marshall a sealed envelope and said that he should read it when he got home – that he 
would find it “very interesting reading.”  Marshall did not want to wait – he asked if he could read it 
right then.  The class said yes, he could, and then they watched the tears fill his eyes as he read this 
letter silently to himself: 

“Dear Mr. Marshall: ... Knowing that you have dedicated your life to the Master and have 
chosen His ministry as your life’s work, and learning of the expense involved in the 
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realization of this worthy ambition, we have been asked to say to you that the Men’s 
Class, which you have been teaching so acceptably, intends to stand behind you for the 
first year of your seminary work to whatever extent you may call upon them up to fifty 
dollars per month… We know you will find much to worry and harass you, and that you 
may sometimes grow discouraged, but let it hearten and cheer you to know that the men 
you have worked with are anxious to see you realize your dreams, and will follow you – 
not only with their money, but with their prayers and best wishes…      
Yours sincerely, The Men’s Bible Class of First Presbyterian Church”  

 
“Put me to the test, says the LORD of hosts; see if I will not open the windows of 
heaven for you…” 
Peter Marshall treasured that letter for the rest of his life.  This man who would become the 

renowned pastor of New York Avenue Presbyterian Church in Washington, D.C., and later the 
chaplain of the United States Senate, would often say that letter meant as much to him as any of the 
precious documents of American history.  That letter was tangible proof that God really does upon 
the windows of heaven, that God really does pour down and overflowing blessing on those who 
seek first the kingdom of God. 
 Three years after Peter Marshall got that letter, the United States collapsed into the depths of 
the Great Depression.  Historian William Leuchtenburg from UNC-Chapel Hill has described the 
depth of that crisis like this… Imagine a football stadium holding 100,000 fans was filled for a 
Saturday game, and when they left the game each of them was handed a pink slip saying they had 
lost their job.  Now imagine a completely different crowd filling that stadium the following 
Saturday, and all of them being informed that they were now out of work.  Now imagine this same 
thing happening for 52 weeks -- every Saturday of that year.  And then imagine that happening for 
three straight years.  If you can imagine that, Leuchtenburg said, you understand how many people 
were unemployed during the Great Depression.  15 million Americans had no job – no source of 
income.  And of all the regions hit hardest by the crisis, the rural South ranked at or near the very 
top.  Most of us have relatives and friends that have told us bits and pieces of just how bad it was... 
the hungry siblings, the threadbare clothes… the constant threat of foreclosing banks. 
 Now, I want you to imagine having to preach a stewardship sermon in a world like that.  In 
the fall of 1931, as a recent seminary graduate, Peter Marshall did exactly that.  Traveling across the 
state of Georgia, he delivered a sermon that he called – appropriately enough – “Singing in the Rain.”  
I want to share with you now the very heart of that sermon. 
 “Of all the promises in the Bible,” Marshall said, “I think this is the least believed:  seek ye 
first the kingdom of God and his righteousness; and all these things will be added unto you 
(Matthew 6:33).”  Seek ye first the kingdom of God and his righteousness; and all those things that 
are needed for life -- food and clothing, money and material comforts – all of these things will be 
added unto you.  We hear it, Marshall said, but we just don’t believe it. 
 And we think to ourselves, “of course they didn’t believe it.”  There was no money.  There 
were no jobs.  People were hungry and suffering and hopeless.  But even in this doubt, even in the 
depths of this depression, Peter Marshall spoke these prophetic words: 

“Christ made us a definite promise that if we make the seeking of God and His 
righteousness our primary aim in life… and if we trust God for our material needs… He 
will never let us down, but will supply what we need with “good measure, pressed down, 
and shaken together, and running over…” (Luke 6:38).  That this method works, that 
God always keeps His promises when we fulfill the conditions, I can unhesitatingly 
testify, for this is the way I have lived ever since I was forced to begin earning my own 
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way.  Out of my own experience I can testify that, through faith in God, through prayer 
and trust in the promises written in the Old Book, my every need has been supplied.  That 
has been true from the start, from the time I was receiving thirty-eight shillings in 
Scotland and seventeen dollars a week in Alabama.   
In this sophisticated twentieth century, [however,] we simply don’t believe it!  We are 
inclined to say, ‘Well, that was alright for simple peasants living in Palestine in the days 
when life was not nearly as complex as it is today.  That’s alright for Galilee, Lord, but 
you simply don’t understand Birmingham, or Atlanta, or St. Louis, or Washington!’” 

 “Ah,” Marshall concludes, “but He does understand!”  
I fear that, in this even more sophisticated twenty-first century, we have not made much 

progress in believing Matthew 6:33.  We simply don’t believe that, if we will only put God first, God 
will actually take care of our material needs.  Instead, we are inclined to say, “Well, that was alright 
for a Scotsman like Peter Marshall, but that was when life was not nearly as complex as it is today.  
That’s alright for Peter Marshall, Lord, but you don’t understand what I am going through -- that I 
have to put my kids through college, that I have medical bills to pay, that taxes are killing me, that I 
only have a few years left to save for retirement.”  Ah, but God does understand!   How could we 
possibly think that God doesn’t understand?   
 This is not the Great Depression, but money is still tight for many of us.  Groceries are 
expensive.  College tuition is expensive.  Medical care and insurance is expensive.  And most of us, 
when we look at our checkbooks and our monthly bills, probably don’t feel like singing.   But I 
will put this as simply as I know how:  God is not looking for our leftovers.  The scripture doesn’t 
say, “Seek ye the kingdom of God after the economy recovers, after you’ve tended to your fields and 
your servants, after you’ve paid your taxes and your mortgage.”  The scripture says, “Seek ye first 
the kingdom of God, and all these things will be added to you.”  It’s not a fairy tale.  It’s not wishful 
thinking.  It is a promise.  Put me first, God says, and I will take care of the rest.   
 What Malachi does for us is to take this promise and mold it into a dare:  a hopeful, grace-
filled, promise-laden dare!  It’s more than an invitation, more than a promise.  It’s a dare – a dare to 
trust God in a very real and visceral way.  Through this prophet, God is literally daring us to live like 
Peter Marshall.  God is daring us to listen to the call that God is making upon our lives, daring us to 
put aside our fears about money and security, daring us to trust that God will tend to those things, 
trust that God has a plan for you and for me, trust that God has everything lined up to make sure 
that this divine plan will succeed.   
 “If you will just trust me like that,” God says, “then I will show you blessings you’ve never 
imagined.  Let me show you what I can do for you… let me show you what I can do with Howard 
Memorial Presbyterian Church… let me show you what I can do with people who truly trust me 
with everything they have.”   
 “Put me to the test,” says the LORD of hosts; “see if I will not open the windows of heaven 
for you and pour down for you an overflowing blessing…”   
 Friends, this invitation, this promise, this hopeful dare, is the Word of the Lord.   

Thanks be to God.   Amen. 


