Habakkuk – The Justice of God

Briefly review the outlines for the First Six Books of the Twelve – Crisis is coming. Focus on the sins of both Israel and Judah.
Hosea: Come Home, Unfaithful Israel 
Joel: The Day of the Lord for Judah
Amos: Yahweh roars against Israel
Obadiah: Edom’s Fall and Judah’s Rise
Jonah: Yahweh – Savior of the Nations
Micah: Judgment and Restoration for Judah

The next three books of the Twelve (Nahum, Habakkuk & Zephaniah) were written Before the Destruction of Jerusalem.
Nahum: Judgment On Fallen Assyria
In the book of Nahum we see nothing of the sins of Judah because it was written about the time of Manasseh’s brief reforms in Judah. The terrible judgments in Nahum were pronounced against Nineveh, the bloody city (Nah. 3:1). God was enacting the Lex Talionis, the law of retaliation (eye for an eye justice) against Assyria because of the violence they performed against their enemies. 
Today we begin to study the book of Habakkuk. In this book it becomes clear that Judah is doomed because of her sin. Just as Nineveh was the bloody city and culture, now Israel had become the violent community (Hab. 1:2). It can probably be dated after Nahum and the fall of Assyria in 612 BC, but just before Jerusalem was conquered by the Babylonians in 605 BC.
We know nothing about the author of the book except his name (1:1; 3:1). Habakkuk means, “embrace,” or “One who embraces.” This is appropriate because Habakkuk clearly struggles throughout the book with what God is doing in history, but in the last lines he embraces God in faith, no matter what happens to his nation.
Habakkuk calls himself “the prophet” which saw a burden (oracle or “the word of Yahweh against something”) from Yahweh. It is important to understand what a prophet was in the Old Testament. The prophets were council members whom Yahweh took into His confidence and deliberated with God over what He would do in history. They were given information about what God intended to do, and invited to give God advice. Amos 3:7 says, “Surely the Lord God does nothing, Unless He reveals His secret to His servants the prophets.” The prophets would then communicate God’s plans for His people. When God planned to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah He went to Abraham, a wise and mature man, and asked his advice (Gen. 18:17-33). After God revealed what He planned to do, Abraham asked God if He would destroy the city if there were fifty, or forty-five, or forty or thirty or twenty or even 10 righteous people. On the basis of Abraham’s questions, God said that He would not destroy the cities if their were ten righteous in it. In Amos 7:1-6 we saw that twice after Yahweh declared His judgment against His people Amos prayed that He would forgive His people, and the Lord relented. The prophets were council members, given opportunity to discuss with the Lord what He planned to do in history, and then declare God’s will to His people.
 (
Habakkuk: The Justice of God 
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Yahweh’s 2nd answer – Justice will be done (2:6-20) 
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)Habakkuk was a prophet that not only heard what God was planning to do, but also asked God to explain His actions in the world. The book is a dialogue/discussion between Habakkuk and Yahweh. It is composed of a series of questions by the prophet, and Yahweh’s answers. It is not primarily a message that God is sending to the people, but bringing the complaints of the people (Habakkuk representing the righteous remnant) to God. By the end of the book, Habakkuk came to understand what God was doing and trusted in the justice of the Lord. The last chapter is a Psalm intended for singing the praises of the Lord for His righteousness in the world. 
The basic question of the book of Habakkuk is, why is there wickedness in the world? Why does God put up with injustice? God’s answer is that He will judge wickedness in His own wise time and manner, and will give joy to the righteous.
A. Habakkuk’s 1st complaint about justice (1:2-4)
Habakkuk begins his complaint as a representative the righteous remnant (i.e. the few that remain). He said that he had been crying out to God in prayer for a long time about the unrighteousness in the land, but the Lord does not answer. “O Yahweh, how long shall cry, and you will not hear?” There was “Violence” and social injustice in the land, but God was not putting a stop to it. The violence was being perpetrated against the righteous, and Yahweh was not saving them. Habakkuk complains that God is making him (and the rest of the righteous) see the iniquity and trouble all the time. The righteous hate to see men made slaves, and the rich getting favoritism in the courts, and violent men escaping justice. The law of God was being set aside and justice never seemed to be done. The righteous are persecuted and no one does anything about it. Why do you make me look at all of this when it is in your power to change things?
We should feel the same way today when we see wickedness prevail in our land. To see millions of babies being aborted, wicked celebrities and wealthy people committing crimes and not being brought to justice, same-sex marriages being approved, heads of major corporations stealing from people and getting away with it – these things should make us also cry out, “How long O Lord, will you not save?” To make such a complaint is to pray that the will of God would be done on earth as it is in heaven. It is the prophetic work of the Church to come into God’s council and call upon His to come in judgment and salvation.
B. Yahweh’s 1st answer – Babylon (1:5-11)
In vv. 5-11 Yahweh responds to Habakkuk’s righteous concerns. He said that the prophet should look outside of Judah to the nations, because the Lord was going to do something surprising (1:5). We think we understand the world and how things should proceed in history, or how God will act. But the Lord makes clear that His plans are often completely astounding and unbelievable to us. He told Habakkuk to watch what He would do. 
Yahweh was raising up the Chaldeans/Babylonians to execute His justice against the unrighteousness of Judah (1:6-11). The description given in these verses of Babylon is horrifying. 
· They are a bitter and angry people marching through the world conquering nations and taking land that is not theirs (v. 6).
· They are terrible and dreadful, causing people to fear them (v.7).
· Their judgment (basis of justice) and dignity (glory) come from themselves. The do not even need their gods to direct their lives, they do what they want.
· Their armies are fast and effective in destruction and death (v.8)
· They are motivated by violence and taking captives (v. 9).
· They do not fear kings or mighty men and their fortresses. They are able to easily heap up mounds against the walls of the cities they are attacking and easily and proudly take the city (v. 10).
· They do whatever they want, but God says that they will be held guilty because they trust in their god (v. 11).
To fall into the hands of such a terrible enemy would be a horrifying thing. Judah’s doom is sealed.  
C.	Habakkuk’s 2nd complaint about justice (1:12-2:1)
This word from Yahweh is naturally distressing to Habakkuk. He wanted to know how the holy God could use such instruments of evil. Why would God use a nation even more wicked than Judah to punish His people. He could understand if God would convert and bring in a righteous nation to judge Israel and reform the nation for righteousness sake. But the Babylonians are wicked and cruel. Why would God raise them up to punish Judah. Not only so, the righteous remnant would also suffer in such a terrible judgment. This is the point of Habakkuk’s second question.
1:12 says, “Are You not from everlasting, O Lord my God, my Holy One? We [the righteous remnant] shall not die. O Lord, You have appointed them [the wicked in Judah] for judgment; O Rock, You have marked them [the Babylonians] for correction.” Habakkuk is arguing in confident faith before Yahweh that because Yahweh is the covenant keeping God, He will not only judge the wicked, but also protect the righteous from being destroyed in the judgment. He knows that what God is doing it just.
But Habakkuk is concerned in v. 13 that the holy and pure God cannot look favorably on evil (or evil men like the Babylonians). Why then do you look to use the Babylonians against people that are more righteous than they are? He asked Yahweh if men are simply like a mass of fish in the sea and creeping things (serpents, like the devil), or does He discriminate between some men and others? In vv. 14-17, Habakkuk likens the Babylonians to a fisherman that catches an abundance of all kinds of fish. He asked Yahweh if He would allow the Babylonians to continue to slay nations (including Judah) without pity/mercy (v. 17). They worship their military power (v. 16). They are worse than we are. Will God allow the righteous remnant in the land to be judged with the wicked?
We would feel the same way today if we knew that God was sending a wicked people like the Muslims to judge us. We could agree that as a nation we are sinful, but we would argue that they are worse. Why would you send them against us Lord?
Because Habakkuk has confidence in the wisdom and justice of the Holy God, in 2:1 he says that he will watch, as Yahweh had said in 1:5. “I will stand my watch And set myself on the rampart, And watch to see what He will say to me, And what I will answer when I am corrected.” In faith, Habakkuk will just wait and see what God will say and do. Next week we will see how God answered him.

Applications of this lesson:
· In the New Covenant, all of God people have been made prophets and given liberty to ask God for explanation for what He is doing in the world. We have His Word and Spirit to help us understand the times in which we live, and to prophetically declare God’s message to the world.
· We may not always know what God will do, but we can be confident that God is Holy, just and good. He will not only judge the wicked, but He will save the righteous.
· God may choose to use wicked men for His righteous purposes. Our response should be that of faith, waiting upon the Lord Jesus to subdue His and our enemies. Christ is crushing the head of the serpent in history, but He may use the sin of wicked men to sinlessly establish His kingdom.


Habakkuk – The Just Will Live By Faith

Crisis is coming. Focus on the sins of both Israel and Judah.
Hosea: Come Home, Unfaithful Israel 
Joel: The Day of the Lord for Judah
Amos: Yahweh roars against Israel
Obadiah: Edom’s Fall and Judah’s Rise
Jonah: Yahweh – Savior of the Nations
Micah: Judgment and Restoration for Judah
Before the Destruction of Jerusalem. Focus on Judah
Nahum: Judgment On Fallen Assyria
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In our last lesson we saw “the prophet” Habakkuk in council with Yahweh discussing the justice of God in the world. In his first question Habakkuk asked the Lord why violence and injustice were allowed to continue in the land. This is a subject that is often confusing for God’s people. When God formed Israel out of the nations, he was quick to punish the sin of His people. As time went on He allowed more time to pass between the sin and the execution of His justice to show them how sin grows and develops in their lives and the consequences that result from such rebellion. Now Israel was old and had been given time to mature both in righteousness and wickedness. The long-suffering patience of God had come to an end. In Yahweh’s first answer to Habakkuk He told the prophet that justice was coming in the form of an invasion by the Babylonians. 
This answer was distressing to Habakkuk. He wanted to know how the holy God could use such instruments of evil. Why would God use a nation even more wicked than Judah to punish His people. Habakkuk also wanted to know if the righteous remnant would also suffer in the terrible judgment to come. Habakkuk knew that God has good and holy reasons for everything that He does, so the prophet determined to wait for the answer Yahweh would give him (cf. 1:5; 2:1).




D.	Wait – The righteous will live by faith (2:2-5)
In 2:2-5 Yahweh answered the good questions that the prophet asked by helping him (and Judah, and us) to learn how to respond to the hard things God is doing in the world. The Lord told Habakkuk to write the vision of what would be revealed to him in plain, easy to understand language. Write in such a way that whoever reads it can read it quickly with comprehension (v. 2). The vision is for an appointed time – it will certainly come and not delay (v. 3). The language in v. 3 interesting: “…it will speak, and it will not lie. Though it tarries, wait for it; because it will surely come, it will not tarry.” What Yahweh is talking about seems to be a person (only people, not messages from God, speak, tell the truth, etc). This is a reference to a person – the Word of God – the second person of the Trinity, Jesus the Messiah. Verses 3-4 are quoted in Hebrew 10:37-38 [read to classes emphasizing “He”] as referring to the need to be confident in the Lord and have endurance when the Lord would come to judge Jerusalem in 70 AD and save the righteous. Thus, in Habakkuk 2:3-4 we learn that it is God that will come and bring His judgments against Babylon (“the proud” one, whose “soul is not upright in him,” v, 4). Yahweh confirmed Habakkuk’s contention that Babylon was a wicked nation deserving of judgment. But the Lord makes clear to Habakkuk that the faithful person, the one who lives by faith (not trusting in himself or his ability to understand things) will trust the Lord and His might. Yahweh is telling Habakkuk that you will find life if you trust in God – not yourself. This verse is also quoted in Rom. 1:17 and Gal. 3:11, 12 to say that believers should not trust in their own goodness and ability to please God by keeping His law, but trust in God Himself and His willingness to justify us and make us righteous before Him.
2:5 contrasts those who live by faith with the proud man (Babylon). He goes out trusting in himself – but he will die (contrasting living by faith with dying in pride). He drinks the wine of pride and does not stay at home. He thinks he can do anything and dreams of world conquest, enlarging his appetite. Death is God’s appointed judge. Babylon is like death, appointed by God to judge the nations. But he is never satisfied (like death), and continually gathers nations and peoples to destroy. But his kingdom (the kingdom of Babylon) will not stand forever (just as God will one day destroy death itself by the victory accomplished by Christ, 1 Cor. 15:54). 
C’	Justice will be done (2:6-20)
What follows in 2:6-20 is a series of five statements of woe against Babylon. A woe is a statement of great lamentation or sadness, a cause for shame. In each of the woes that the Lord pronounces against Babylon is against the foundation and strength of Babylon. The entire Babylonian house will be pulled down to the foundation.
In the 1st Woe (vv. 6-8), the nations are said to take up proverbs and riddles to mock the proud man (Babylon). Woe to him who increases himself by what is not his, by loading himself up with debt. Creditors will rise up to take back what it theirs. Babylon had violently plundered many nations (making themselves in debt to those nations). Those who survived Babylon’s bloody invasions will come and collect the debt that is owed to them by Babylon. 
2nd Woe (vv. 9-11) denounces the proud man for getting evil gain for his house by cutting off many peoples. Babylon enriched itself so that it could build its kingdom on a high place so that it could stand against any that would attack it. But by doing so in such a wicked way, Babylon was actually sinning against itself. Far from becoming more secure by the way it built its house, the shameful way in which Babylonian kingdom was established was unwise because they did not also secure the support of the people they conquered.
3rd Woe (vv. 12-14) explains why it was shameful and a sin against the very soul of Babylon to cutoff many peoples. They built their city by bloodshed and iniquity. Psalm 127 tells us that “unless Yahweh builds the house, they labor in vain who build it.” You can’t build a civilization on violence. It is a worthless work that will come to nothing. Babylon did not last long, because they did not build it in faith and obedience to the Lord. But the Kingdom of God will grow. 2:14 tells us that the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of Yahweh, as the waters cover the sea. (This verse is similar to Isaiah 11:9). God is indeed building His house, and the foolishness of the nations will come to nothing. The Lord will fulfill the Abrahamic promise that the nations will be blessed.
4th Woe (vv. 15-16) accuses Babylon of trying to wickedly steal the glory and authority of the nations. V. 15 says that the proud man gives drink to his neighbor, making him drunk so that the neighbor’s nakedness is exposed. This reminds us of the sin of Ham in Genesis 9:20-24, who uncovered the nakedness of his father Noah after he had gone to his tent to rest after drinking wine. Ham wickedly stole Noah’s robe of authority for himself, shaming his father. Babylon sought to uncover the nakedness of the nations by getting them drunk, thereby stealing their glory, honor and authority in the world. But Yahweh said in v. 16 that Babylon had been drinking and will be made ashamed with nakedness. Babylon’s authority would be removed because of the violence done to the nations.
In the 5th Woe (vv. 18-20) the worthless gods of the Babylonians are contrasted with Yahweh. The idols are merely images made of wood, stone and metal, and cannot speak (i.e. they are mute). Even though they are overlaid with gold and silver, they cannot be awakened to speak or teach because they have no breath in them. The Babylonians are stupid for trusting in gods that cannot speak or save. Yahweh is in His holy temple (overlaid with gold and silver), and He has spoken words of destruction against Babylon. Because of the breath of God, all the earth should keep silence before Him – humbly watching what He will do on the earth. 
B’	Psalm – Babylon will be judged (3:1-15)
Habakkuk in 2:1 said he would watch to see what Yahweh would say to him, and what he should answer in response. Now that the Lord had spoken, making clear to him that He will bring forth justice in the world, Habakkuk responded with a prayer in the form of a Psalm. [We do not know what the word “Shigionoth” means, but it probably refers to a highly emotional statement.] He begins in v. 2 by saying that he heard what Yahweh has said, and it made him properly fearful. He knows what God has done in history against His enemies and that He is fully able to do it again. He called upon the Lord to act in the midst of history again so that His wrath would bring forth mercy to His people. In this prayer/Psalm, Habakkuk survey’s the history of God’s judgments through Israel’s history. V. 3 recalls the song of Moses in Deuteronomy 33:2 (cf. Judg. 5:4-5; Ps. 68:7-8). V. 5 refers to God’s deliverance of His people in the Exodus. V. 7 reminds us of Yahweh’s deliverance of His people from Cushan and Midian (Judges 3:8, 10 and Judges 6-8). V. 11 calls to mind the stopping of the sun and moon for Joshua (Josh. 10:12-14). 
A’	Psalm – Habakkuk will joyfully wait in faith (3:16-19)
Habakkuk concluded the prayer/Psalm and the book by expressing his confidence in Yahweh. Though he should suffer (lack of food and prosperity) when the Lord comes in judgment against His enemies, Habakkuk would rejoice in Yahweh, the God of His salvation. Habakkuk came to the place that he was able to put away his righteous complaints to the Lord because he knew that Yahweh was executing His justice in the world. The result would be the establishment of the Kingdom of God, and the salvation of the righteous. The Lord is the strength of all those who trust in Him, even if they suffer during His judgments. Because Yahweh is a just God who is building a house/kingdom that will endure forever, the faithful will rise up with strength and walk on the high hills. The faithful will wait joyfully for the Lord to establish justice and righteousness on the earth.



