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Habakkuk

The three brief chapters of Habakkuk’s prophecy seem ill-proportioned to the deep subjects it addresses. In these three chapters, the prophet converses with God regarding some of the great questions of justice, suffering, and judgment.

We know nothing about Habakkuk apart from his name, which speaks of embrace, or embracing. While the prophet is mysterious, his burden and struggle is familiar to all who have looked at the seeming imbalance of wickedness in the world, and questioned the dealings of God.

“Habakkuk’s circumstances and experience did not match his theology. He believed that God is good…that he is also sovereign. The Lord has the whole world in his hands. He controls nations and nature. But if that is true, why is God silent when we pray? Why does he allow evil to go unpunished?...How long will God permit the wicked to swallow the righteous?”

-Ralph L. Smith

Habakkuk is the prophet for those who struggle to make sense of their situations, and who question how their belief in God corresponds to a seemingly chaotic world.

The book of Habakkuk is unique among the prophetic writings. “Most Old Testament prophets proclaimed divine judgment. Habakkuk pleaded for divine judgment. In contrast with the typical indictment, this little book records an intriguing interchange between a perplexed prophet and his Maker.”

The three chapters of Habakkuk form three clear divisions. In surveying the book, note first of all:

I. THE PROBLEM HABAKKUK RELATES

In the opening chapter, Habakkuk complains to God about the situation he observes in his world. The opening verse sets the stage for the first chapter. “The burden which Habakkuk the prophet did see.”

As Habakkuk looked out over his day, and as he talked to God about what he saw, there were two problems that burdened his heart.

First of all, Habakkuk was bothered by:


A. God’s seeming apathy

In verse 2, the prophet laments, “O LORD, how long shall I cry, and thou wilt not hear! even cry out unto thee of violence, and thou wilt not save!”

In verses 3 and 4, Habakkuk explains that though he seeks God, all he sees around him is violence, wickedness, injustice, oppression, and the apparent success of the wicked.

“Habakkuk’s problem was the silence, inactivity, and apparent unconcern of God. Violence abounded; lawlessness was rife…and God seemed to be doing nothing.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

God seemed apathetic to Habakkuk, but his complaint was answered by the God who is never inactive or disconnected from His creation. In verse 5, God assures His prophet that far from being apathetic, “…I will work a work in your days, which ye will not believe…” He goes on to assure Habakkuk that He was about to respond to the wickedness of His people.

The prophet’s problem was not only the God’s seeming apathy, but also:


B. God’s strange approach

When God answered Habakkuk’s prayer, the prophet’s concerns only increased. In verse 6, God says, “For, lo, I raise up the Chaldeans, that bitter and hasty nation, which shall march through the breadth of the land, to possess the dwellingplaces that are not theirs.”

God tells Habakkuk, “I am going to judge the sin of my people, and I am going to use the Babylonians to do it.” God broke His silence, but what He said only increased the distress of Habakkuk. The prophet struggled to understand how God would use a people more wicked and evil to judge someone who was less wicked.

In verse 13, Habakkuk pleads with God, asking, “…wherefore lookest thou upon them that deal treacherously, and holdest thy tongue when the wicked devoureth the man that is more righteous than he?”
The prophet struggled to understand the sovereign work of God. “Really, Habakkuk’s reply to God’s words in chapter 1 can be boiled down to this: ‘The Babylonians?! The Babylonians?!’”

For those who have wondered at the strange way in which God does things, the prophet Habakkuk takes up their cause, and relates their concerns to God.

Moving on to the second chapter, note not only the problem Habakkuk relates, but notice also secondly:

II. THE PRINCIPLE HABAKKUK REVEALS

In the opening verse of chapter 2, the prophet determines that he will sit and wait to hear God’s explanation for the concerns he had expressed in chapter 1.

In 2:2, we read, “And the LORD answered me, and said, Write the vision, and make it plain upon tables, that he may run that readeth it.” This “vision” that was given to Habakkuk is revealed throughout the second chapter.

The vision contains two significant truths that make up of the heart of Habakkuk’s message. First of all, the vision reveals:


A. The certainty of the wicked’s future

In verse 3, God tells Habakkuk that though this vision is not yet a reality, “it will surely come”. That which is to certainly come is laid out in the remainder of the chapter in the form of five “woes.”

Essentially, God assures Habakkuk that the wicked will be eventually and certainly judged. Those who steal (2:6), covet (2:9), murder (2:12), cause drunkenness and immorality (2:15), and practice idolatry (2:19) are specifically identified as the targets of God’s certain judgment.

J. Ronald Blue outlines the woes as:

1. Woe for intimidation

2. Woe for intemperance

3. Woe for iniquity

4. Woe for indignity

5. Woe for idolatry

Though sinfulness, rebellion, and wickedness pollute the world, the purifying judgment of God has been promised, and “it will surely come.” “…Nero may sit in his chariot as it clatters up Capitol Hill in Rome and Paul may languish in a Roman jail. But a day comes when people call their children ‘Paul’ and their dogs ‘Nero’.”

As God speaks through Habakkuk, we find the prophet not only revealing the certainty of the wicked’s future, but also:


B. The capacity of the saint’s faith

No doubt, Habakkuk’s greatest contribution to the biblical theology is verse 4, of chapter 2. There, God speaks and declares, “Behold, his soul which is lifted up is not upright in him: but the just shall live by his faith.” 
God told Habakkuk that while the wicked were sure to be judged, those who lived by faith were sure to be justified. The Apostle Paul picked up this great declaration and quoted it twice in his own writings (Rom. 1:17, Gal. 3:12).

This simple verse is an embryonic view of the entire doctrine of the New Testament. Though Habakkuk would not have understood the full scope of justification through faith in the imputed righteousness of Christ, he would have understood, just as Abraham did, that faith in God’s Word is counted to the believer as righteousness.

“This verse ‘became the rallying cry of both Lutheran and Reformed theology.’ It is the key to the whole of Habakkuk. It does not furnish us intellectual or theological explanations for the problem of evil. It supplies an existential answer. It says that evil is doomed, and the righteous will live by relying on God’s promises.”

-Ralph L. Smith

Let us not pass lightly over those seven words, “the just shall live by his faith”; for they are the heartbeat of the gospel, and the only answer we have to the perplexing questions of sin, suffering, and salvation.

In surveying the book of Habakkuk, we note not only the problem Habakkuk relates, and the principle Habakkuk reveals, but also finally:

III. THE PRAYER HABAKKUK RECITES

The third chapter of Habakkuk opens with the inscription, “A prayer of Habakkuk the prophet upon Shigionoth.” The word “Shigionoth” indicates that Habakkuk’s prayer was to be accompanied by music. What began with a complaint closes with a chorus. After hearing the Word of God in chapter 2, the prophet begins to seek Him by singing to Him.

“In chapter 1 we have faith sighing; in chapter 2, we have faith seeing; in chapter 3, we have faith singing.”
 

In Habakkuk’s prayer-song of faith, we find two important truths. First of all, this prayer is:


A. The intercession of a burdened man

In 3:2, the prophet prays, “…revive thy work in the midst of the years, in the midst of the years make known; in wrath remember mercy.”

Though the just judgment of God was coming upon Israel, Habakkuk still interceded for God to delay His chastening with a revival. Habakkuk longs for the justice of God in chapter 1. In chapter 2, that judgment is assured, and in the third chapter, Habakkuk prays for mercy in the midst of that wrath.

Habakkuk reminds us that while we long for the consummation of God’s work in this world, our compassion for those around us should compel us to intercede for the gracious intervention of God.

From verses 3-15, Habakkuk recounts the glory, majesty, and power of God, evidencing his belief that God could do whatever He pleased, even in the darkest of circumstances.

The prayer-song of Habakkuk not only includes the intercession of a burdened man, but also:


B. The intent of a believing man

Habakkuk’s prophecy closes with a passage in which the faith of a just man is described in the starkest detail. Habakkuk says, “Although the fig tree shall not blossom, neither shall fruit be in the vines; the labour of the olive shall fail, and the fields shall yield no meat; the flock shall be cut off from the fold, and there shall be no herd in the stalls: Yet I will rejoice in the LORD, I will joy in the God of my salvation (v. 17-18).”

Though Habakkuk seemed disillusioned at the opening of his prophecy, by the close, he is resolute that regardless of the conditions through which God brings him, he will rejoice that God is in control of the salvation of His people. Though there were questions and concerns about the world in which Habakkuk lived, he had no reason to question the God he served. 

“Habakkuk’s book begins with an interrogation of God but ends as an intercession to God. Worry is transformed into worship. Fear turns to faith. Terror becomes trust. Hang-ups are resolved with hope. Anguish melts into adoration. What begins with a question mark ends in an exclamation point. The answer to Habakkuk’s ‘Why?’ is ‘Who!’.”

-J. Ronald Blue

In a world where the economies are failing along with the morals, let the people of God turn to Habakkuk, bolster their faith, and determine that though the markets may drop, and the savings may empty, the Lord is still worthy of praise. 
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