Habakkuk

Habakkuk is not a sneeze. Habakkuk is the eighth of our twelve “minor” prophets. Nahum (last month) and Habakkuk are generally paired together because of the similarity of their messages regarding judgment. The difference is tone: Nahum is defiant; Habakkuk is perplexed. 

There are three chapters in Habakkuk. The first two read like a conversation between the prophet and the LORD. Habakkuk is wondering where is God in the midst of the trouble that he sees. The LORD’s response was not particularly comforting in human terms, but remarkable from the perspective of faith. 

O Lord, how long shall I cry for help, and you will not listen? Or cry to you “Violence!” and you will not save?  Why do you make me see wrong-doing and look at trouble? Destruction and violence are before me; strife and contention arise.  So the law becomes slack and justice never prevails. The wicked surround the righteous— therefore judgment comes forth perverted.  (Habakkuk 1:2-4)
There is some confusion about who are the oppressors here; whether it is a condemnation of the unfaithfulness of God’s own people or foreign powers. Biblical scholars differ. Either fits. Whether the people have turned their back on God in order to seek their own pleasure by whatever means possible, or whether it is a foreign nation imposing their way on the people, the fact is that Habakkuk’s lament is, “God, things are not as they are supposed to be. Where are you?”

The LORD responds, “Look at the nations and see! Be astonished! Be astounded! For work is being done in your days that you would not believe if you were told.” (Habakkuk 1:5).

What is the astonishing and astounding thing that the LORD is doing? God raised up the Babylonian military to effect judgment against the wrongdoers. The Babylonian military (here Chaldeans) were instruments of righteousness without being righteous. 

Why is this astonishing? Habakkuk reveals the complexity of God; there are things going on that we do not appreciate and cannot understand. We tend to think of God in black and white terms – good things come from God, bad things are evil. Good and bad are terms we judge relative to our own perspective. If we are blessed while others suffer, God is good. If we suffer while others are blessed, we wonder why God has forgotten us. 

Look again at the historical setting. Habakkuk (and all the minor prophets) worked in the time after King David and King Solomon. The twelve tribes had split into two kingdoms, the north (Israel) and south (Judah). By the time of Habakkuk, the ten tribes of the northern kingdom had already been carted off into captivity by the Assyrians. As best we can gather from the internal clues within Habakkuk, the Assyrian empire was about to come to its abrupt end at the hand of the Babylonians. 

The two tribes of Judah (the southern kingdom) were in dire circumstances, though theologically there was the confident but naïve expectation that all would be well because they still had Jerusalem and the Temple. Judah’s political leaders were involved in a dangerous game trying to navigate the conquering empires by forging strategic alliances with Egypt.

It is in the context of the people’s abandoning trust in God – by reliance upon foreign and their unfaithfulness to the covenant God had established – that Habakkuk saw the imminent danger posed by the rising Babylonian military. The LORD responded to Habakkuk’s lament by proclaiming sovereign control over the whole situation. In other words the Babylonian military was an instrument of God’s holy purpose. 

Think about that: we normally equate power, might, and success with God’s favor. If history is written by the winners, it also normally claims the moral high ground. We have no problem singing, “God Bless America” with the assumption that our privileged position in the world indicates God’s pleasure with us as a nation. Habakukk reveals the fallacy of such an assumption. There is nothing in Habakkuk to suggest that God took pleasure in the behavior of the Babylonian conquerors. Jerusalem and the Temple are going to be wiped out ruthlessly by the Babylonians; and it is still a part of God’s judgment and plan for redeeming his people.  It is astonishing and astounding.

Habakkuk responded to God’s first answer with more questions: 

Are you not from of old, O Lord my God, my Holy One? You shall not die. O Lord, you have marked them for judgment; and you, O Rock, have established them for punishment. Your eyes are too pure to behold evil, and you cannot look on wrongdoing; why do you look on the treacherous, and are silent when the wicked swallow those more righteous than they? (Habakkuk 1:12-14)
He asked God how the unholy and treacherous could be a part of the Lord’s plan. If God is sovereign, God should be able to deal with Judah’s unfaithfulness without resorting to Babylon. Even so, Habakkuk recognized that he may not understand the fullness of God’s plan.  “I will stand at my watchpost, and station myself on the rampart; I will keep watch to see what he will say to me, and what he will answer concerning my complaint.” (Habakkuk 2:1) He trusted that God would be faithful and true, that God’s steadfast love would somehow be manifest.

In all the questioning, Habakkuk is not questioning if God exists. Instead, he is pleading with God to show up and make things right in God’s sovereign power. God affirmed Habakkuk’s trust by giving a vision to share. “Then the Lord answered me and said: Write the vision; make it plain on tablets, so that a runner may read it. For there is still a vision for the appointed time; it speaks of the end, and does not lie. If it seems to tarry, wait for it; it will surely come, it will not delay.” (Habakkuk 2:2-3) The ultimate solutions to the problems of evil will be worked out in history. It will take a long time. No matter how long it seems to us, the end is clear and evil will be overthrown. In time and while we wait, stand fast in faithfulness to God.

The final part of the conversation is Habakkuk’s warning to Babylon about the ultimate demise of their violent endeavors.

And, then, there is chapter 3.  The last part of Habakkuk is a prayer.  He asked God to remember God’s work; and not just to remember but to renew that work. Then, Habakkuk described God’s power and presence in human time. He proclaimed God’s victory over all rebellion. Finally, Habakkuk prays his undying faithfulness and trust in God, “Yet I will rejoice in the LORD; I will exult in the God of my salvation. GOD, the Lord, is my strength; he make my feet like the feet of a deer, and makes me tread upon the heights.” (Habakkuk 3:18-19).

When we ask why God would allow sin to go unpunished, we are in Habakkuk’s world. When we see righteousness and justice set aside, when we see innocent people suffering oppression and injury, we are confused. The message of Habakkuk speaks into those situations. God is doing things astonish and astound, God is doing things we could not believe even if we were told. God is sovereign, God is victorious. In the meantime, Habakkuk’s prayer can be our prayer: God remember and renew, God come and establish your reign. In all things, LORD, we put our trust and hope in you.
