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HABAKKUK

Key verse: 2:4

“See, he is puffed up; his desires are not upright— but the righteous will live by his faith—”
A few conjectures have been made about Habakkuk on the basis of his own prophecy. He prophesied around 600 B.C. when Babylon began to rise replacing Assyria. The New Babylonian Empire under the leadership of Nebuchadnezzar II would soon sack Jerusalem and exile Judah in 587 B.C. Habakkuk probably witnessed it.

He was a contemporary of Jeremiah, Nahum, Zephaniah, the seventh century prophets, who witnessed the tragedy. But his prophecy is distinguished from theirs on three aspects. While all other prophets approached people as God’s agent Habakkuk approached God as a kind of spokesperson of Judah. The objectives of others were on what would come to the people while Habakkuk questioned why God did what he was doing. The most important difference of Habakkuk is that he viewed that God allowed and tolerated all the injustice and wrongs. In other words Habakkuk is focused on the question of what God’s justice is. He couldn’t understand the truth because God seemed silent when there was rampant injustice in his society, when the international politics seemed run by the laws of jungle. We will wake up to the truth of God’s justice by the help of Habakkuk. I pray with hope that God may raise up some who cares about God’s honor and God’s justice properly. Many have done evil in the name of God’s justice. We will learn from Habakkuk to appreciate the promise “…but the righteous will live by his faith—”  from the aspect of the honor of God’s name and his justice. The promise is more for God’s justice as it is for our life.

I.  Dialogue between the Lord and Habakkuk (Chapters 1 & 2)

1:1-4.  “The oracle that Habakkuk the prophet received. How long, O Lord, must I call for help, but you do not listen? Or cry out to you, “Violence!” but you do not save?  Why do you make me look at injustice? Why do you tolerate wrong? Destruction and violence are before me; there is strife, and conflict abounds.  Therefore the law is paralyzed, and justice never prevails. The wicked hem in the righteous, so that justice is perverted.” Habakkuk cried out to God in the past when he saw the violence and injustice that was rampant in Judah. But God was silent. The law was paralyzed and the wicked took advantage of the absence of justice to hem in the righteous. But God seemed tolerating them. Now, he raises a question of why a holy and righteous God tolerate lawlessness and perversion of justice?

We should take note of Habakkuk’s point. He says in 1:3, “Why do you make me look at injustice? Why do you tolerate wrong?” The common plea could be the quest for social justice. But he is concerned about God’s cause of leaving the injustice. He sought God. How could he make a leap and get out of the common trap where we often fall into? We cry out for social justice when we are not happy with our society. We ask for peace when we are troubled. We ask for prosperity when we are tired of paying bills. We demand reform of the society we belonged to when we are frustrated with our lives. Nothing is wrong about the desires or wishes. The problem is that we do not care about God in those demands. We only want to satisfy what we think we need. That is why people enjoyed Pax Romana and many of the former Soviet Union countries witness the resurgence of the communist party.  That is why we do not question when a Harvard graduate from a devoted Christian family becomes a Buddhist monk. We understand him, and say he seeks peace. That is why we often say Christians are not as pure as Moslems in their ethics. About 15 years ago I met a Moonie young man in front of our center. He wanted to convert me. So I asked him why he is committed to the cult? He said Mr. Moon is kind and is like a father to him. I realized that he was looking for a father. When we look around or examine ourselves we find plenty of examples which tell us that we are at the brink of being dangerously godless. But Habakkuk sought God. May God raise up Habakkuks! 

If we say Habakkuk is refreshingly different we find God’s answer was shocking. He said in 1:5, “Look at the nations and watch— and be utterly amazed. For I am going to do something in your days that you would not believe, even if you were told.”  We learn from God’s word in verse 5 that God’s word is supposed to be utterly amazing. When the word of God comes to us as utterly amazing that is the secret of how we make a leap of faith from a common sense Christian life. How can we make a leap? We need to look at the nations and watch God. We should take of the local mindset and the man bound obsession. There comes amazement. There comes the knowledge of the secrets of God which we wouldn’t believe even if we are told, even if we are convinced.

 What was the unbelievable truth? Indeed, God would not tolerate the violence and corruption that had engulfed Judah. He would punish his people. The unbelievable thing was that God would use as his instrument of judgment the Babylonians, a people far more evil than the Jews. They were ruthless and impetuous. They were feared and dreaded by all people. They were a law to themselves, and they promoted their own honor. God himself called them guilty men, whose own strength was their god. Yet God was going to use these people to destroy Jerusalem. 6-11.   “ I am raising up the Babylonians, that ruthless and impetuous people, who sweep across the whole earth to seize dwelling places not their own. They are a feared and dreaded people; they are a law to themselves and promote their own honor.  Their horses are swifter than leopards, fiercer than wolves at dusk. Their cavalry gallops headlong; their horsemen come from afar. They fly like a vulture swooping to devour;  they all come bent on violence. Their hordes advance like a desert wind and gather prisoners like sand.  They deride kings and scoff at rulers. They laugh at all fortified cities; they build earthen ramps and capture them.  Then they sweep past like the wind and go on— guilty men, whose own strength is their god.”

In the following verses of 12 and 13 is another shining example of Habakkuk’s difference. He did not complain to God because his pride was hurt or because he was afraid of being finished or because he thought God was unfair. He knew God’s people will not die because God is everlasting. He knew the status of being God’s own wouldn’t be changed because God is God, and he is the Holy One of Israel.  The righteous will not perish. The righteous will live. Look at the unshakeable trust in God in verse 12. “ O Lord, are you not from everlasting? My God, my Holy One, we will not die. O Lord, you have appointed them to execute judgment; O Rock, you have ordained them to punish.”  

What he questioned was that the Holy, Eternal God, the unchanging Rock, ordained such evil men to punish his people. 1:13.  “Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate wrong. Why then do you tolerate the treacherous? Why are you silent while the wicked swallow up those more righteous than themselves?” We learn from his questions that he was not complaining because God tolerated wrong. He knew that God allowed the evil. In other words we learn from verse 13 that the God of Habakkuk was the Sovereign in true sense. He seems much greater than the God invented by the people under the influence of dualism. 
1:14-17. “You have made men like fish in the sea, like sea creatures that have no ruler.  The wicked foe pulls all of them up with hooks, he catches them in his net, he gathers them up in his dragnet; and so he rejoices and is glad. Therefore he sacrifices to his net and burns incense to his dragnet, for by his net he lives in luxury and enjoys the choicest food. Is he to keep on emptying his net, destroying nations without mercy?” In verse 14 we learn another great insight. We are like fish. God made men like fish in the sea. Without God we are like fish that have no ruler. This means when we are without God we are vulnerable to fishermen. The Babylonians were like merciless fishermen. They caught nations and people in their nets like fish under God’s permission. Habakkuk cared about his people. So he wanted to know how long the abuse would last. He raised his prayer before God.

2:1. “ I will stand at my watch and station myself on the ramparts; I will look to see what he will say to me, and what answer I am to give to this complaint.”  We learn from Habakkuk to stand up and watch like the watchmen on the tower in the Psalm. We learn from the prophet that that is the calling of prophetic office. May God raise up watchmen! Then we will hear God’s message. 
2:2-3.  “Then the Lord replied: “Write down the revelation and make it plain on tablets so that a herald may run with it. For the revelation awaits an appointed time; it speaks of the end and will not prove false. Though it linger, wait for it; it will certainly come and will not delay.” The Lord’s answer is plain to the watchmen who are stationed by God. His message is plain so that it can be understood by all who hear it from the heralds. He speaks of the end of the wicked. Though the judgment seems to linger it surely will come to end the evil. Therefore, the message helps God’s people to wait on God by faith, even though corruption and violence are rampant. God’s people are not fooled because of the false strength of the drunken empire. 2:4-5.  “See, he is puffed up; his desires are not upright— but the righteous will live by his faith—  indeed, wine betrays him; he is arrogant and never at rest. Because he is as greedy as the grave and like death is never satisfied, he gathers to himself all the nations and takes captive all the peoples.”


What does it mean that “but the righteous will live by his faith”? Simply speaking it means God’s glory will be revealed by the life of the righteous. The word which is translated in our Bible as “faith” implies physical strength. The same word is used in Exodus 17:12 to describe the strength of Moses to raise up his hands. The word also meant the whole hearted faithfulness (2 Ch. 19:9). In Hosea the same word is used in 2:20 to mean faithfulness of a husband to his wife. The word also meant truthfulness (Prov 14:5). In Isaiah 11:5 it is used to describe the righteous faithfulness of the Messiah. In summary Habakkuk meant that all the greatness of God will be revealed in the life of those who live by faith. (Heb 10:37-38).

The five woes point out the evils that the righteous God would not long tolerate in any nation. He will not tolerate empire builders who become wealthy by extortion and plunder (6), by ruining others (9-10), or by crime (11). Woe to those who corrupts conquered people with alcohol and pornography (15). Woe to idol worshipers (18-19). The Lord’s triumph is sure. Verse 14 looks forward to the Messianic kingdom. Verses 190 and 20 contrast lifeless idols with the Lord who is in his holy temple, ruling the earth. 2:6-20.  “Will not all of them taunt him with ridicule and scorn, saying, “‘Woe to him who piles up stolen goods and makes himself wealthy by extortion! How long must this go on?’  Will not your debtors suddenly arise? Will they not wake up and make you tremble? Then you will become their victim. Because you have plundered many nations, the peoples who are left will plunder you. For you have shed man’s blood; you have destroyed lands and cities and everyone in them. “Woe to him who builds his realm by unjust gain to set his nest on high, to escape the clutches of ruin! You have plotted the ruin of many peoples, shaming your own house and forfeiting your life. The stones of the wall will cry out, and the beams of the woodwork will echo it.  “Woe to him who builds a city with bloodshed and establishes a town by crime! Has not the Lord Almighty determined that the people’s labor is only fuel for the fire, that the nations exhaust themselves for nothing? For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea. “Woe to him who gives drink to his neighbors, pouring it from the wineskin till they are drunk, so that he can gaze on their naked bodies. You will be filled with shame instead of glory. Now it is your turn! Drink and be exposed ! The cup from the Lord’s right hand is coming around to you, and disgrace will cover your glory. The violence you have done to Lebanon will overwhelm you, and your destruction of animals will terrify you. For you have shed man’s blood; you have destroyed lands and cities and everyone in them. “Of what value is an idol, since a man has carved it? Or an image that teaches lies? For he who makes it trusts in his own creation; he makes idols that cannot speak.  Woe to him who says to wood, ‘Come to life!’ Or to lifeless stone, ‘Wake up!’ Can it give guidance? It is covered with gold and silver; there is no breath in it. But the Lord is in his holy temple; let all the earth be silent before him.”

II.  Yet I will rejoice in the Lord (Chapter 3)

How did the prophet conclude his wrestling with God?  He praised God. How could he rejoice even after knowing the events that were about to unfold? He could when he  remembered the mighty deeds of the Lord. And so he prayed that the Lord might  do it again. He prays that God, in wrath, might remember mercy. The prophet has a vision of God coming in power and glory, like the rising sun. He shakes the earth and the mountains crumble. The nations tremble. Once he divided the sea and delivered his people whom he anointed to be a kingdom of priests. The prophet envisioned God coming in wrath. His heart pounded. Conviction came that the day of calamity for the invader was just a matter of time. 3:1-16. “A prayer of Habakkuk the prophet. On shigionoth.  Lord, I have heard of your fame; I stand in awe of your deeds, O Lord. Renew them in our day, in our time make them known; in wrath remember mercy. God came from Teman, the Holy One from Mount Paran. Selah His glory covered the heavens and his praise filled the earth. His splendor was like the sunrise; rays flashed from his hand, where his power was hidden. Plague went before him; pestilence followed his steps. He stood, and shook the earth; he looked, and made the nations tremble. The ancient mountains crumbled and the age-old hills collapsed. His ways are eternal. I saw the tents of Cushan in distress, the dwellings of Midian in anguish. Were you angry with the rivers, O Lord? Was your wrath against the streams? Did you rage against the sea when you rode with your horses and your victorious chariots? You uncovered your bow, you called for many arrows. Selah You split the earth with rivers; the mountains saw you and writhed. Torrents of water swept by; the deep roared and lifted its waves on high. Sun and moon stood still in the heavens at the glint of your flying arrows, at the lightning of your flashing spear.  In wrath you strode through the earth and in anger you threshed the nations. You came out to deliver your people, to save your anointed one. You crushed the leader of the land of wickedness, you stripped him from head to foot. Selah. With his own spear you pierced his head when his warriors stormed out to scatter us, gloating as though about to devour the wretched who were in hiding.  You trampled the sea with your horses, churning the great waters. I heard and my heart pounded, my lips quivered at the sound; decay crept into my bones, and my legs trembled. Yet I will wait patiently for the day of calamity to come on the nation invading us.”

When he saw the glory of the Lord even though the olive crop fails and there were no sheep in the pen, Habakkuk rejoiced in God the Savior. We learn from the prophet that when God touches our lives, he coordinates our thoughts and feelings and actions like the front and hind feet of the deer. When we have singleness of mind and heart, we can walk with God on the heights and rejoice in him. 3:17-19. “Though the fig tree does not bud and there are no grapes on the vines, though the olive crop fails and the fields produce no food, though there are no sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will be joyful in God my Savior.  The Sovereign Lord is my strength; he makes my feet like the feet of a deer, he enables me to go on the heights. For the director of music. On my stringed instruments.”

