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What’s a Habakkuk?  Habakkuk (selected verses) 8/4/13 

 In the film, “The Count of Monte Cristo,” set around 1800 in France, 

the hero, Edmond, is unjustly imprisoned.  The malevolent warden, Dorleac 

enters his cell and sees an inscription gouged on the cell wall which reads, 

“God will give me justice.”  Dorleac sneers and says, “Prisoners are always 

trying to motivate themselves, or they keep calendars, but soon they lose 

interest, they die, and all I am left with is a rather unsightly wall, I’m afraid.  

So I have conceived another way to help our prisoners keep track of time.  

Every year on the anniversary of their imprisonment, we hurt them.  Usually 

just a simple beating, really.  Although on your first day here- in your case, 

today- I like to do something rather special. 

 He then hoists the terrified Edmond off the ground by the chains 

around his wrists. 

 As Dorleac continues to prepare his whip, he says, “And if you are 

thinking just now, ‘Why me, O God?’ the answer is, God has nothing to do 

with it.  In fact, God is never seen in France this time of year.” 

 Edmund answers, “God has everything to do with it.  He is 

everywhere; he sees everything.” 

 Dorleac’s response is chilling.   “All right, let’s make a bargain, shall 

we?  You ask God for help, and I’ll stop the moment he shows up.”  And 

with that he begins to whip the defenseless and innocent Edmond. 



 2
 I share this disturbing scene with you because it raises the same 

kind of difficult questions that the prophet Habakkuk raised in his little book 

known by the same name.  Habakkuk’s ministry took place around 625-600 

B.C., when the power of the Assyrian empire was waning, but when the 

people of Judah were still under the heavy yoke of Assyrian oppression.  

The book reminds me a little of Job.  Habakkuk engages in a back and 

forth argument with God, questioning why God is allowing this persecution 

of his people to continue.  Listen to the opening verses of the book. 

2O LORD, how long shall I cry for help, and you will not listen? Or cry to you 

“Violence!” and you will not save? 3Why do you make me see wrong-doing 

and look at trouble? Destruction and violence are before me; strife and 

contention arise. 4So the law becomes slack and justice never prevails. The 

wicked surround the righteous— therefore judgment comes forth perverted. 

(Hab. 1:2-4) 

 The people of Judah, the people with whom God made a covenant 

through Abraham, have been under Assyrian domination for over a 

hundred years.  They have cried out to God for relief, for protection, for 

help.  But God has not intervened.  Habakkuk doesn’t understand why 

people who are evil and violent and lawless prevail over God’s chosen 

people.  So he demands to know why.  

 Some of us can relate to Habakkuk’s frustration.  We have tried to 

follow the Lord, but we’ve been treated badly at work, in business dealings, 
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maybe in a marriage.  Maybe we’ve been afflicted with a debilitating 

disease.  And we wonder why.  We want to know what God was doing 

while these things were happening to us!  We can relate!  Listen to God’s 

answer to Habakkuk.  

5Look at the nations, and see! Be astonished! Be astounded! For a work is 

being done in your days that you would not believe if you were told. 6For I 

am rousing the Chaldeans, that fierce and impetuous nation, who march 

through the breadth of the earth to seize dwellings not their own. 7Dread 

and fearsome are they; their justice and dignity proceed from themselves. 

10At kings they scoff, and of rulers they make sport. They laugh at every 

fortress, and heap up earth to take it. 11Then they sweep by like the wind; 

they transgress and become guilty; their own might is their god! (Hab. 1:5-

11) 

 God’s answer to Habakkuk is a strange one!  He tells him that he has  

been active, that he has been raising up the Chaldeans, the Babylonians.  

They appear to be every bit as bad as the Assyrians, but God is going to 

use them to rout the Assyrians and liberate his people from them.  This 

would have been a startling message in Habakkuk’s time.  Ancient people 

believed that their gods had power to act only in a certain territory.  The 

god Chemosh had power in Moab; Baal had power in Canaan.  But this 

God is claiming that he has power and authority over all the nations, raising 

one up and putting another down.  He is not just the God of Israel and 
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Judah; he is the God over all people, and is working out his purposes for 

his creation through all the nations.  Part of God’s answer to Habakkuk is 

that God’s work is far beyond anything that Habakkuk and the people of 

Judah ever imagined.  He is doing something entirely out-of-the box and 

beyond anything they could conceive of. 

 Habakkuk responds with an affirmation of God’s character, but 

renews his questions about why God hasn’t delivered his people yet.  Then 

comes perhaps the best known image in the book.  Habakkuk says,  

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. (Hab. 2:1) 

 Habakkuk and God seem to have a pretty unusual relationship.  

Habakkuk challenges God’s actions and God responds!  Habakkuk simply 

will not be deterred from getting an answer to his questions.  He is going to 

stand watch, like a sentry, until God responds.  The amazing thing is that 

God doesn’t just ignore him or smite him with a bolt of lightning!  Instead 

God answers him! 

2Then the LORD answered me and said: Write the vision; make it plain on 

tablets, so that a runner may read it. 3For 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. 4Look at the proud! Their spirit 

is not right in them, but the righteous live by their faith.  
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5Moreover, wealth is treacherous; the arrogant do not endure. They open 

their throats wide as Sheol; like Death they never have enough. (Hab. 2:2-

5a) 

 God re-affirms to Habakkuk that he has a plan, a vision for the future.  

A time when justice will be done for those who have oppressed God’s 

people- those who are proud and those who became wealthy by means of 

oppressing others.  He says, “…wealth is treacherous;  the arrogant do not 

endure.”  He asks Habakkuk to wait, trusting that God will intervene when 

the time is right.  In the meantime, he must live by faith, believing that God 

is at work, even though he can’t see it. 

 I think that’s the challenge for many of us, too.  On some level we 

believe that God is in control, that ultimately good will triumph over evil, but 

it’s hard to live in this in-between time when suffering and injustice and 

disappointment are a daily reality in much of our world and in some of our 

lives.  It requires a great deal of trust to believe in a future that we cannot 

see.  But that’s what God called Habakkuk to and that’s what God calls us 

to.  And we are to be active in our waiting.  As Martin Luther King, Jr. said, 

“Faith is taking the first step even when you don’t see the whole staircase.” 

 Oxford philosopher Basil Mitchell told this parable to help us 

understand the dilemma of faith in a fallen world.  Imagine you are in 

German-occupied France during WWII and you want to join the French 

resistance movement against the Nazis.  One evening in a local bar, a 
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stranger comes up to you and introduces himself as the leader of the local 

resistance movement.  He has heard of your interest in the Resistance.  He 

explains the requirements of being a resistance fighter and gives you a 

chance to assess his trustworthiness.  He then gives you a stern warning:  

If you join, your life will be at risk.  This will be the only face-to-face meeting 

you will have with the leader.  After this, you will receive orders and you will 

have to follow them without question, often completely in the dark as to the 

whys and wherefores of the operations, and always with the terrifying fear 

that your trust may be betrayed. 

 Sometimes what the resistance leader is doing is obvious.  He is 

helping members of the resistance!  Other times it is not obvious, as when 

he is in the uniform of the Gestapo arresting fellow resistance workers and- 

unknown to you- releasing them out of sight to help them escape.  Your 

role is to follow the instructions of the leader.  Only after the war will the 

secrets be opened, the codes revealed, the true comrades vindicated, the 

traitors exposed, and sense made of all that you have seen and heard. 

 God is actively involved in the resistance against the powers that 

cause destruction and pain and brokenness in his beloved world.  He 

invites us to take part in his resistance movement, through prayer, visiting 

the sick, advocating for the vulnerable, righting injustice wherever we 

encounter it, and trusting that God is at work in both seen and unseen 

ways, working out his will for humanity and for you! 
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 So, the question is, “Can you really trust God?”  It turns out that 

Habakkuk could.  Listen to the closing verses of his book.  

16I hear, and I tremble within; my lips quiver at the sound. Rottenness 

enters into my bones, and my steps tremble beneath me. I wait quietly for 

the day of calamity to come upon the people who attack us. 17Though the 

fig tree does not blossom, and no fruit is on the vines; though the produce 

of the olive fails and the fields yield no food; though the flock is cut off from 

the fold and there is no herd in the stalls, 18yet I will rejoice in the LORD; I 

will exult in the God of my salvation. 19GOD, the Lord, is my strength; he 

makes my feet like the feet of a deer, and makes me tread upon the 

heights. (Hab. 3:16-19a) 

 Habakkuk ends up trusting God in the midst of uncertainty.  Of 

course, we have an advantage over Habakkuk as we face our own 

challenges and disappointments.  We have seen God in a way that 

Habakkuk never could-in the person of Jesus Christ.  Through his life, 

death and resurrection, we are assured that God is with us in the midst of 

our suffering and that he took our suffering and the forces of evil upon 

himself and defeated them on the cross.  That strengthens our faith and our 

ability to wait patiently for God to act.  And that’s what we celebrate in the 

Lord’s Supper. 


