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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

This morning we begin a new series in the book of Habakkuk.  You need only look at the two questions this prophet raised to understand why I selected it.  
“How long, O Lord?, and “Why?”  “Why do you make me look at injustice?  Why do you tolerate wrong?”  If these are the kinds of questions you ask, then this book is entirely relevant for you.
As one commentary noted, Habakkuk lived in a disturbed world run by the wrong people.  In verse 3, Habakkuk described this world using three pairs of words.

The first was injustice and wrong:  “Why do you make me look at injustice?  Why do you tolerate wrong?”  

In Habakkuk’s world, people couldn’t be trusted.  Sign a contract, and it was likely to be broken.  Become a victim of crime, and there was no restitution.  People preyed on people.
The second pair was destruction and violence:  “Destruction and violence are before me.”  No thing and on one were secure.  People knew fear.  The streets weren’t safe, parks and malls weren’t safe.  The night air was pierced with flashing lights and sirens.  The schools had metal detectors and police stationed in corridors.  Residential communities were gated, fenced and guarded.
The third pair was strife and conflict:  “There is strife, and conflict abounds.”  People nursed grudges, held onto grievances, practiced vengeance.  There were fights in homes, fights between neighbors, fights between co-workers.  Resentment and envy ruled the day.  Bitterness lurked just beneath the surface of civility.
If you look at verse 4, you see the other dimension to Habakkuk’s disturbed world.  “The law is paralyzed.”  The wicked were always working the loopholes, getting away with murder, frustrating justice.

The NIV translators call this “Habakkuk’s Complaint.”  It was more than a complaint.  It was a protest.  Look again at verse 3:  “Why do you make me look at injustice?  Why do you tolerate wrong?”  Rather than protesting against God, he protested to him, because as rattled as he felt, he remained a man of faith.

Is this the world you live in – a world where people cannot be trusted, break contracts, get away with crimes, take advantage of the aged and the frail; a world where public places aren’t safe, where alarms, guards and gates are necessary to feel secure, where conflict so easily takes over in families and resentments in neighborhoods.  Is your world a world where laws cannot multiply fast enough to preserve order and public trust?  

We live in a disturbed world.  Things are happening that shouldn’t be happening.  As believers we get involved.  We pray.  We try to make things better.  But the marriage ends in divorce anyway.  The family conflict refuses to heal.  At work, no matter how conscientious we are or how hard we try, the company demands more and more until we are consumed.  Criminals spend less time in jail than their victims do in the hospital.  Abortions remain legal and oh so profitable.  The public education we pay for is as much a threat to children’s souls as a benefit to their minds. 
If you don’t like my litany of how disturbed the world is, you are entirely capable of writing your own.
The book of Habakkuk begins as the protest of a man of faith who was shaken by conditions he could not reconcile.  

He was not trying to appear more righteous than God in the questions he asked.  He was not seeking sympathy from others at God’s expense.  He wasn’t raising questions to fuel unbelief.  
He was concerned for God’s honor.  He was raising questions because he was looking for answers.

If Habakkuk’s questions are relevant for us, what of God’s responses?  Habakkuk himself is not satisfied with the answer God gives to his first question.  It raises more questions.  So how can we expect to be satisfied?  

Habakkuk isn’t a book we can just sample to understand – pulling out a verse here or there.  That’s jumping into the middle of an intense conversation.  You won’t learn anything.  

The Bible is full of stories about journeys.  Most are reported in outward terms:  Abraham leaving Haran for Canaan, Moses leading the Children of Israel out of Egypt into the wilderness, Jesus making his last journey from Galilee to Jerusalem.  Yet no one doubts that each journey is intensely spiritual in nature.  

Habakkuk also is the record of a journey; only this is entirely inward in nature, from spiritual turmoil to peace, from confusion to clarity, uncertainty to conviction in the midst of a very troubled time.

By the end of this journey, God has taught Habakkuk the most important lesson you can learn in life:  The just shall live by faith.  The book ends at a very different place than where it began.  God has drawn a man close, blessed him with peace, and in the process, the prophet has discovered joy.

All of us must take this journey in order to mature.  So here is a word from God to draw us in, so we identify with the prophet, hear our own complaints in his, learn the lesson he learned, and discover the peace that he found.

If you ask me, Curt, “How do you know this is the book’s purpose?”, my short answer is:  Habakkuk writes in the first singular, using “I” and “me”.  God answers in the second person plural.  When God says “you”, he is speaking not only to Habakkuk but to everyone who has ears to hear.  Habakkuk is more than one man’s thoughts.  
In verse 1 the prophet tell us this is an oracle from God.  That means that this is a revelation, but a revelation of a particular kind.  Older translations call it a “burden” from the Lord rather than oracle, because the revelation typically involved God’s judgment.  If you are come to a “burden” from the Lord, you are reading some heavy material, something weighty and difficult.  
Let’s look, then, at God’s answer to Habakkuk’s question in verses 5-8.  It begins with commands:  Look!  Watch!  Be utterly amazed!

The corruptions of this world do not escape God’s attention.  But the outworking of his plans and purpose can easily escape ours.

The prophet assumes God does not hear the cries of the innocent.  Their cries ring in his ears.  
He fears God does not see the violence and strife that he sees.  God sees the evil that is occurring at a far deeper level than the prophet and as far more terrible.  He sees evil as the most profound rebellion against himself. 
The prophet complains God tolerates injustice.  In fact is offended by injustice to an extent Habakkuk cannot imagine.  
This is the point God makes to him by the response he gives.  The prophet is looking for some purging of the nation.  God is sending judgment that is unstoppable, unavoidable, irreversible, so severe and devastating that it makes the prophet quake.

He answers Habakkuk’s question, “How long?”, but it gives no relief.  God doesn’t want the prophet to find comfort in God’s wrath.    

Rather, God is teaching Habakkuk about himself and his relation to everything that takes place.  How long?...Why?...Habakkuk’s complaint rested on assumptions about God and about life that are not true.

He has no idea how firm and sure God’s justice is; no idea how determined he is to works all things after the counsel of his will; not idea of the extent to which everything that happens is bound up with the coming of His Kingdom.  

So he gives Habakkuk the most pointed revelation.  He identifies the earthly power he will use to judge Judah, “the Babylonians that ruthless and impetuous people.” (vs. 6)   
This was a shock to Habakkuk.  For over a century the political future and freedom of Judah had rested largely on the rivalry and hostility two great powers:  Egypt and Assyria.  It was unimaginable to think of life in terms of a very different threat.  I would compare this to the situation between 1945 and 1990, in which the United States and the Soviet Union were involved in the “Cold War”.  Many nations were affected.  No one imagined the threat that has since come from the Muslim world.   

In about twenty different ways, the Lord describes how fierce the Babylonians are.  They sweep over horizons like a sandstorm, come on like charging leopards, attack like wolves, converge like vultures; mock and scorn their enemies, worship their own strength.

The answer has upset Habakkuk even more.  How can God use people who are more wicked that Judah to judge Judah?  We will examine this second complaint next week.
Why would the Lord answer Habakkuk this way, to torment him? No, to teach him, to instill a lesson that is hard for us to accept.  
Our faith may not be compatible with the world as we see it, but the world we see is by no means the whole of this world.  There is a dimension of justice that only God knows.  We see self-serving agendas, evil motives.  God is bringing holy purposes to pass.  Even when God pulls back the veneer of history to reveal this, the result raises still more questions.  

God isn’t leading Habakkuk to an understanding of “Why?” he orders history as he does.  He is leading Habakkuk to an understanding of himself.  The prophet is being drawn closer to the knowledge of who God is. 

Habakkuk thinks he will find his peace in the answers to his questions.  God is teaching Habakkuk that this is not where his peace lies.  Rather, he will find his peace in receiving the word God has for him.

This is a journey every believer must take because we are in Habakkuk’s place – yes, as Christians.

How can this world deteriorate, particularly in lands – especially in churches -- that have been so blessed with the Gospel, after God has given us such perfect redemption in Christ, and not only words of truth but the Spirit of truth?

What is Jesus’ word to us?  The same as the Lord’s word to Habakkuk:  Look!  Watch!  Be utterly amazed!  

In Mark’s Gospel Jesus taught:  “Be on guard! Be alert! You do not know when…(the Son of Man) will come…Watch, because you do not know when the owner of the house will come back—whether in the evening, or at midnight, or when the rooster crows, or at dawn. If he comes suddenly, do not let him find you sleeping. What I say to you, I say to everyone: 'Watch!'”  (From Mark 13)

This is how we keep from being swept away with the world, how we avoid having our consciences corroded away.  This is how we are protected from sliding into depravity.  We look, we watch, we stand ready to be utterly amazed.
Paul wrote the Ephesians:  For of this you can be sure: No immoral, impure or greedy person—such a man is an idolater—has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God. Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of such things God's wrath comes on those who are disobedient.  (Eph. 5:3-6)

Hebrews tell us:  And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.  (Hebrews 10:24-25)

Encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of you may be hardened by sin's deceitfulness.  (Hebrews 3:13)
Paul wrote the Thessalonians:   Now, brothers, about times and dates we do not need to write to you, for you know very well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. 3While people are saying, "Peace and safety," destruction will come on them suddenly, as labor pains on a pregnant woman, and they will not escape. But since we belong to the day, let us be self-controlled, putting on faith and love as a breastplate, and the hope of salvation as a helmet. For God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ. 10He died for us so that, whether we are awake or asleep, we may live together with him. Therefore encourage one another and build each other up, just as in fact you are doing.  (I Thess. 5:1-11)

How long?  Why?  Look!  Watch!  Be utterly amazed!
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