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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)

We have reached the third chapter in Habakkuk’s spiritual journey.   He is at a very different place than he was when he began.  He has moved from protest to worship, from complaining against God’s will to seeking it.  That is quite a journey.

Notice this about our text:  Three times in our verses, in verses 3, 9, and 13, you see the little word in italics, “Selah.”  Where have you seen that?  In the psalms.

Notice also in verse 1, the strange tern, ‘shigionoth”.  This was used to introduce psalms.  

Like the Psalms, Habakkuk’s prayer also was written for public worship.  He did not write it just to tell us his own story, but to draw us in, so that it becomes part of our journey as well.

Because Habakkuk’s struggles are our struggles.  His lack of confidence in God is our lack of confidence in God.  God’s ordinary work is not to cause us to avoid these struggles but to lead us through them.  This is how we mature so we live by faith.

Habakkuk is similar to us all.  He has protested the evil he sees around him and God’s refusal to answer his prayers.  He has accused God of tolerating evil.
God answered.  The last way to describe him is indifferent toward evil.  He is sending a judgment against his own people.  He will use the Babylonians to accomplish it.
Now the prophet is terrified.  He drops his protest against evil to take up a protest against the judgment.  Again, God answers.  He is truly, absolutely holy and sovereign.  He will judge evil everywhere.  He will judge every expression of rebellion against him.  So that there will be an end to evil.  So the knowledge of the glory of the Lord will fill the earth like the waters fill the seas.

Were he to fail to judge, he would deny his holiness.  He would oppose his own glory.  This is not a fiction but the truth:  God withholds himself form us because we could not bear him and live.  But, he is coming.  
Habakkuk’s dialogue with God has served to make evident to Habakkuk what I hope is well is evident to each of us.  The self-contradiction of unbelief.  
Habakkuk urgently objects to evil, but then just as urgently objects to God’s judgment.  He goes from:
· “God, you don’t care at all about what is happening,” to, “God, you care too much.”  
· “God, don’t be so distant,” to, “God, don’t come too close.”  
· “God, don’t conceal your holiness,” to, “God, don’t reveal it.”
· “God, why aren’t you more righteous,” to, “God, why must you be so righteous?”  

The inconsistency in our relationship with God does not lie with him but with us.  It springs from unbelief, from our lack of confidence in him.
God is holy.  Because he is holy, whether we find ourselves in the midst of evil or judgment, we can trust him.  We can trust him because of who he is.  We shall live through faith.  
In August of 1973, bank robbers burst into a bank in Stockholm, Sweden, and took a number of employees hostage.  After six agonizing days, they were freed.  Upon being freed, they defended their captors and condemned the police. 
So a new phrase was coined, “the Stockholm syndrome”, for abused people who identify so much with their oppressors that they defend them, and condemn the law enforcement that frees them.

I wonder if people’s objection to the coming judgment does not involve something analogous.  A distorted sense of safety can come from going along with evil rather than protesting it, until we feel bound to defend it against the righteous use of force.  Better the devil you know than the God who is holy.
That’s not Habakkuk.  The Lord has given him a revelation that shows him that the just really shall live through faith.  And the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord.  
To that end, God will confront evil with his holiness and the wicked with himself.  To protest God’s judgment is to argue that it is better evil continues than for God’s glory to cover the earth.  You won’t find those who do that in slave labor camps or fleeing from terror.  Theirs is the luxury of dismissing evil.  Theirs is the arrogance of denying the holiness of God. 
 “But the Lord is in his holy temple.  Let all the earth keep silent before him.”

So, Habakkuk prays just one petition:  “LORD, I have heard of your fame; I stand in awe of your deeds, O LORD.  Renew them in our day, in our time make them known; in wrath remember mercy.” (Hab. 3:2)

In other words, “Lord, I see now.  I hear what you have said.  As I think back to your great revelations through history and the judgments you have performed, I see that every one has been too wonderful for words.  Yes, I see it.  Why would I want you to stop being who you are, or to not do what you do?
As you read verses 3-15, you see a great collage of images assembled from the past.  Arguably all are related to the Exodus.
It begins in verse 3:  God came from Teman, the holy One from Mount Paran.  These were places to the south of the Promised Land along the route Israel took to enter.  God went before Israel and destroyed their enemies.

Verse 5 recalls the plagues of Egypt that led to freedom.  Verses 8-10 recall the Lord parting the waters of the Red Sea, or perhaps the flood in Noah’s day.  Verse 11 recalls Joshua’s conquest of the Promised Land and the day the sun stood still over Gibeon.  Verses 13-14 recall the destruction of Egypt’s chariots as the Red Sea closed in upon them, and the crushing defeat of Pharaoh.
Yet Habakkuk is doing far more than recalling God’s glory in these judgments.  He is envisioning God’s glory in the coming judgment as greater than that in all his previous judgments.  

What made them great was that in them, God came (vs. 3).  He stood.  He shook the earth.  His presence made the nations tremble (vs. 6).   The magnificence of the coming judgment will not consist of greater floods, and brighter lightening.  These things accompany God.  The magnificence will be in the full revelation of God’s presence, of His glory.
Let’s not forget the special plea in Habakkuk’s petition.  The Lord surely did not:  “In wrath, remember mercy.”

Remember mercy.  Here is that mercy term related to a mother’s womb.  This is the term translated compassion when the Lord asked:   “Can a woman forget her nursing child, And not have compassion on the son of her womb?  Surely they may forget, Yet I will not forget you.  See, I have inscribed you on the palms of My hands…”  (Is. 49: 15-16) 
And hear Psalm 103: 13:  “As a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear him; for he knows how we are formed, he remembers that we are dust.”

Finally, hear Micah 7:19:  “You will again have compassion on us; you will tread our sins underfoot and hurl all our iniquities into the depths of the sea.”

You understand what Habakkuk was asking for.  Remember mercy.  Here is a reference to the past and all the promises God made to Abraham and the fathers.  
Little could he know how God would answer, or how extravagantly.  You can almost hear him: “Lord, I can’t see how you can show mercy when your judgment is holy, but whether I can see how is beside the point.  Lord, in your judgment, would you include such tender mercy, as a mother reserves for her child, so people may by faith run to you instead of from you?
Little could he know that before God would come in glory, he would first come veiled in flesh to save us.  He would come personally as man to take our guilt upon himself, to suffer his own judgment, to display his mercy, offer his mercy, and welcome those who receive him.

This is Jesus.  When Mary learned she was to bear him, she sang for joy, The Lord “has helped his servant Israel, remembering to be merciful to Abraham and his seed forever.”  (Luke 1:55)

The prophets foresaw that judgment was to be followed by salvation.  The Day of the Lord would give way to the year of the Lord’s favor.  What they did not foresee is that the year of the Lord’s favor would begin before the judgment.  

In wrath, remember mercy.  Not as an afterthought has God remembered mercy, not as limited possibility, but as the overwhelming certainty for a numberless multitude from nations the prophets had never even heard of.

Not only will it happen -- And how we shall see it when Jesus returns! – but it has already happened.
So by faith, Habakkuk moved from, “Our Father who art in heaven, why do you stay there?,” to “Our Father who art in heaven, why don’t you stay there?,” to “Our Father who art in heaven Hallowed be your name.  Thy kingdom come, they will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”

And so by faith we have been taught to pray as well, by Jesus, by the One who will come on a white horse, who in righteousness will judge and make war; whose eyes will be like a flame of fire, whose head is covered with many crowns, clothed in a robe dipped in blood, accompanied by the armies of heaven in white linen, whose sword is the word of his mouth, who name is Faithful and True.  He will tread the winepress of the fierceness and wrath of Almighty God, his robe and thigh emblazoned with this name:  

      KING OF KINGS AND LORD OF LORDS.
The Lord is coming.  The Lord is coming.  Have every confidence.  Let God be God!
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