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This morning, we come to the most important assurance of all.  We must have it to endure the ugly, sinful, chaotic messiness of life.  It settled Habakkuk down.  It served to quiet his heart.
Yet it is easy to read the five woes of our passage and miss it.  We are not going to do it.  The assurance is that God always has been, is and will remain absolutely sovereign, in charge, so that every day we live, we are one day closer to the day when the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea.

This is an assurance we must have, because the ugly, chaotic messiness of life is deeply disturbing.  It affects us.  We get worn down spiritually.  
Habakkuk’s focus encompassed nations, but when it comes to the ugly messiness of life, we are just as affected, maybe more so, by what is happening within our nation, or community or family.

We want to be strong, but we wonder, what’s the use?  We want to fight on, but, what’s the point?  When ugliness and messiness drag on and we are getting weary, we can think maybe God does not hear, or prayer does not matter, or really, when it comes right down to it, God does not matter.  We become complacent.
Brothers and sisters, the assumption of the complacent is the assumption of the wicked.  In Psalm 10 we read of the wicked:  “He says to himself, ‘God has forgotten; he covers his face and never sees’…‘He won't call me to account.’”   

Zephaniah, Habakkuk’s contemporary, wrote that the complacent think, “The Lord will do nothing, either good or bad.”
A world dominated by this thinking is a world where there is a great deal of evil and very little moral resolve, where the passion for power is high, the passion for justice is low, and self-pity is everywhere:  “Surely in vain have I kept my heart pure; in vain have I washed my hands in innocence.”  (Psalm 73:13)
God always has been, is and will remain absolutely sovereign.  This greatest assurance comes through silence, our silence, till we hear God speaking to our hearts.  It comes from looking to the Lord and listening.  
That’s what Habakkuk was doing.  He had removed himself from the noise and busy-ness of life in order to listen.  So let’s go through this passage together.
It is divided into five woes against the wicked.  The judgment of Babylon was immediately in view, but this prophecy extends to the end of the age. (vs. 3) The confirmation of this is the Book of Revelation in which the entire world order slated for judgment is called “Babylon the Great”. (Rev. 14:8)
Nations think they can defy God, in essence, to dethrone him.  Psalm 2 gives us God’s response:  “He who sits enthroned in heaven laughs; he scoffs at them.”  Psalm 37 says, “He laughs at the wicked for he knows their day is coming.” (Ps. 37: 13)
The five woes of our chapter also are a form (vs. 6) of taunt, placed in the mouth of the victims of oppression.
While there are five woes, they teach one thing.  They are not five separate judgments.  They are talking about the wicked and God’s judgment on the wicked.  The fact there are five stresses the necessity, certainty and finality of God’s judgment.  At the end, all the judgment that is possible has come.  God has withheld nothing.

The lesson of the five woes is simple.  God will render to men and nations according to their deeds.  Whatever evil they have done for gain, will result in loss.  Whatever harm they have done will come back on them.  Whatever humiliation they have heaped on others, they will experience.  

Both Old and New Testaments stress this lesson:  "It is mine to avenge; I will repay" (Heb. 10:29) Here are Jesus’ own words in Revelation:  “I am he who searches hearts and minds, and I will repay each of you according to your deeds.”  (Rev. 2:24)
***

The five woes in our passage portray the wicked nation as a proud man.  He is described in verse 5 as the man who refuses to stay home, goes out, drinks to get drunk and unleash his insults, humiliation and violence.  
He isn’t wicked because he drinks.  He drinks because he is wicked.  He likes getting drunk.  He likes feeling invincible.  He enjoys starting fights, and hurting people.  The intoxicating liquor of nations is power and wealth.  So, the woes follow:
“Woe to him who increases what is not his…” (6)  Like the nation that plunders others, this man runs up debts he cannot pay.  His greed drives him.  Like a wolf he devours others but in the end he is devoured himself.  The term “creditor” comes from a term that means ‘to bite.”  
“Woe to him who covets evil gain for his house, that he may set his nest on high.” (9)  If you read Obadiah’s prophecy against Edom, the mountain kingdom, you know the nest on high stands for security.  This is the man destroys the security of others, stealing from them, to make himself secure.  He assumes his wealth will serve to put him beyond the reach of any adversary.
He has not reckoned on God.  Verse 11 declares the stone will cry out from the wall, and the beam from the timbers.  All that his scheming has gained is only evidence for his condemnation.  He has no immunity from the judge of all the earth.  
“Woe to him who builds a town with bloodshed, who establishes a city by iniquity.” (12)  Here is the man concerned to make a name for himself, to construct his own personal Babel.  He assumes he can acquire fame and a legacy that will last as long as stone.

Because God is sovereign, the wicked deceives himself.  So we come to verses 13 and 14.  They belong together:  “Behold, is it not of the LORD of hosts that the peoples labor to feed the fire, and nations weary themselves in vain?  For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD, as the waters cover the sea.”
Here is one of the most wonderfully memorable verses in all the Bible, drawing from the earlier testimony of Moses and Isaiah.  

If God is not sovereign over evil, evil is not subject to God’s judgment.  Justice and righteousness are merely human ideas.  The most ruthless among us are the ones who prevail.  
But this is not reality.  History attests that this is not reality.  The home, city, or nation that rejects God is so much fuel for the fire.

Because God is sovereign over all, everything is subject to his judgment.  Because he is glorious, the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.  
The last thing one would ever say about living for that moment, living by faith in him, is that that life was in vain, fuel for fire.  The just shall live by faith.  The just shall live to see God’s glory.
The knowledge of God’s glory that Habakkuk predicted is much clearer to us.  On the night Jesus was betrayed to the powers of darkness, he prayed, “Father, I desire that they also whom You gave Me may be with Me where I am, that they may behold My glory which You have given Me… (John 17:24)   
Revelation confirms that our knowledge of God’s glory will be an immediate experience of all the love and goodness of God in the presence of Christ.  It shall be everywhere – above us, below us, surrounding us, enveloping us like the sun and its light.  
Only it shall be more intense.  This life shall be within us and throughout us.  It shall determine the nature of every thing.  There will be no cause of suffering or pain, nothing defaced by sin or death.   It shall fill the earth as the waters cover the seas.

On that day, there will be singing and dancing and feasting, poetry and joy, praise and thanks, things to see and think and say that would stop your heart were you to see or hear them now.

It is worth waiting for, worth living for, like nothing else.  For this we live by faith in the Sovereign God and Savior.
But now, we are here, and return to the fourth woe:  “Woe to him who give drink to his neighbor, pressing him to your bottle, even to make him drunk that you may look on his nakedness.”  (15)  
Revelation speaks of Babylon as a harlot and the maddening wine of her adulteries.  Here is the seducer who enjoys making his neighbor drunk to humiliate and shame her.  He could care less.

But God says in the last line of verse 16, utter shame will be on his glory.  This is a euphemism for the drunk who has passed out, covered in his own filth.  His humiliation of others will end in his own humiliation.   
“Woe to him who says to wood, ‘Awake!’  To silent stone, ‘Arise!...’” (19)  The wicked reject God only to trust in dead idols for protection.  They shall become like them, unable to arise, or awaken, or (vs. 19) to breath.
“But,” and here comes the contrast to idols in verse 20, “the Lord is in his holy temple.  Let all the earth keep silence before him.”  

In Psalm 11, the Psalmist was so concerned about the evil around him that he asks, “When the foundations are being destroyed, what can the righteous do?"  In response, God also said to him, “The LORD is in his holy temple; the LORD is on his heavenly throne. He observes the sons of men; his eyes examine them…”

We look at the foundations here – moral and spiritual foundations, social foundations of justice and order.  We see them undermined and quaking.  
The Lord redirects our attention upward far beyond anything that men can affect, to himself. He not only remains holy but sovereign,  certain to prevail in judgment and salvation.  The word he speaks is the word that determines the destiny of each of us.  
So, he commands us, “let all the earth keep silence before him.”  The Hebrew verb sounds like its meaning.  “Hush!”

Here God calls us to wait expectantly, to focus attention on him, to set aside distractions including the buzz of our own words and thoughts.  
Here is silence before the realization that the most important thing does not revolve around me.  It determines my destiny; I do not determine it.  The most important thing is what God says because he is sovereign, and it will come to pass.
Jesus says that when he returns, it will be like the days of Noah. The world will be a busy place, a noisy place, where people go about their lives -- a place caught up in itself.  Little notice will be given to what God is doing and or to hearing what he is saying.  
“Silence” is heaven’s last word before God acts.  “Silence” is a word of warning.  It says to the wicked, “Your time has come; judgment hangs over you.”  

Silence also is a word of deep assurance for others.  It says to those who live by faith:
“Your grief will turn into joy.”  John 16:20
The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet. (Romans 16:20)
“I am coming soon. Hold on to what you have, so that no one will take your crown.” (Rev. 3:  11)
"Behold, I am coming soon! Blessed is he who keeps the words of the prophecy in this book."  (Rev. 22:7) 

"Behold, I am coming soon! My reward is with me, and I will give to everyone according to what he has done. (Rev. 22: 12)

He who testifies to these things says, "Yes, I am coming soon."  Amen. Come, Lord Jesus. (Rev. 22:20)
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