
1	  
	  

May 2/3, 2015 
 

What’s Up God?  
The Just Shall Live By Faith 

Habakkuk 1 
    Pastor Bryan Clark 

 
You know, the great thing about trusting Christ as Savior is that the moment you trust Christ, 
everything in life falls into place. Suddenly your marriage works; your kids work; your bank 
accounts are filled with money; no more struggles and disease and suffering; even the dog is more 
obedient. (laughter) Right? Yeah, not so much. There are preachers today that seek to sell the 
Gospel in such a way that it is a life of health, wealth and prosperity, that if you have enough faith, 
everything works out just the way you want it. But that isn’t what God promised. Jesus said, “They 
hated Me; they are going to hate you. They persecuted Me; they are going to persecute you.” The 
New Testament talks again and again about expecting trials—Peter describes them as fiery trials. 
And from cover to cover the Bible is the story of people of faith, struggling at times to make sense 
of: Where is God in the midst of all this? We think of books like the book of Job, as Job struggles to 
make sense of his circumstances in life. Perhaps we think of the Psalms as again and again the 
psalmists cry out to God and wonder what is God doing, and where is God in the most difficult 
times of life? But I would suggest there probably wasn’t a single person in the room this morning 
that when I said that, thought of the little Old Testament book of Habakkuk. Habakkuk struggled to 
make sense of: Where’s God in the midst of the circumstances of life? If you have a Bible, I’d 
invite you to turn with us to Habakkuk. Probably most of you were reading in Habakkuk this week. 
(laughter) But if not, it’s right at the end of the Old Testament. Go to the book of Matthew; go 
backwards a little bit; you’ll find it. 
 
Not a lot is known about Habakkuk. He was a prophet of God.  Some people think he was a temple 
musician because of a reference to music in his book. But other than that, not a lot is known. We 
know he was a contemporary of Jeremiah, and we know quite a bit about the circumstances during 
the time period in which he wrote. At this time, Israel was divided into basically two kingdoms: the 
North and the South. The North was referred to as Israel; the South was referred to as Judah. Israel 
really had one wicked king after another. They were conquered by the Assyrians and hauled off into 
captivity. And I think everybody in Judah knew that their time was limited before the Assyrians 
would come for them. But the Babylonians began to come to power. They began to move to the 
region and Assyria basically had to ignore Judah in order to battle the Babylonians, which meant for 
a period of time, Judah was left alone, and it was a time of relative peace and prosperity. The king 
in Judah was Josiah, and Josiah was a good and godly king. He had led the people back to God, 
back to God’s truth and God’s word and God’s law, and the people were prospering under Josiah. 
But in the midst of all of this, Egypt decides to move across the land of Israel in order to join forces 
with Assyria, in order to conquer upcoming Babylon. So as Egypt was coming across the land of 
Israel, Josiah and his army went out to meet them, to cut them off and to stop them. It was in that 
battle that Josiah was killed, and Josiah’s son was put on the throne. His son lasted about two 
months, and really through the powers of Egypt, he was removed and his brother Jehoiakim was put 
on the throne. Jehoiakim was basically a puppet of Egypt, ruling in Judah. He was evil; he was 
wicked; he was abusive; he was violent. The prophet Jeremiah talks quite a bit about Jehoiakim and 
his reign in Judah.  
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It is then during the reign of Jehoiakim that Habakkuk is writing, and he’s trying to figure out: God, 
why are you allowing this wicked king to reign? So we pick it up in verse 1 of Chapter 1: 

The oracle which Habakkuk the prophet saw. (*NASB, Habakkuk 1:1)  
 

The word here translated oracle literally means the burden. So this is the burden that Habakkuk saw 
and it created this tension that now he’s bringing to God. Typically a prophet speaks for God to the 
people. But, uniquely, Habakkuk is actually speaking to God about the people. Now before we go 
farther in the book, what Habakkuk is going to struggle with is trying to make sense of: Where is 
God in the midst of these troubling circumstances? So I would invite you to consider: What is it in 
your life that’s keeping you awake at night? What is it that isn’t making sense? What is it that 
causes you to say, “I don’t understand, God;” “I don’t understand why these circumstances have to 
be this way;” and, “I don’t understand how God fits into all this”? If you can kind of capture 
whatever that is in your world, it helps you understand kind of emotionally as well as theologically 
what Habakkuk is struggling with.  
 

How long, O LORD, will I call for help,  
And You will not hear?  
I cry out to You, “Violence!”  
Yet You do not save. (Vs. 2) 
 

Two words there: He calls out to God—the Hebrew word meaning basically he calls out for God to 
do something—but the second word is translated he cries out, which is a Hebrew word that means 
literally he is screaming at God. There must be this sense of terror that if something doesn’t change, 
the Assyrians are going to come; they are going to wipe them out just like they did Israel. And yet, 
God doesn’t do anything, and with this feeling of helplessness, this feeling of terror as he screams 
out to God.  
 

Why do You make me see iniquity,  
And cause me to look on wickedness?  
Yes, destruction and violence are before me;  
Strife exists and contention arises. (Vs. 3) 
   

Those two words, strife and contentions are litigious terms. In other words, he’s referring to the 
court system and basically saying that the court system has become so corrupt that even though they 
are abused and mistreated, there’s simply nowhere to turn.  
 

Therefore (Verse 4) the law is ignored (it’s paralyzed),  
And justice is never upheld.  
For the wicked surround the righteous;  
Therefore, justice comes out perverted.    
 

Verse 4 is an interesting verse because it gives the recipe for the demise of any nation in very 
simple language. So let’s review some terms that we’re probably familiar with. First of all, the term 
wicked is the same term we saw in Proverbs; we saw it in the Book of Amos.  It’s the Hebrew 
rasha, which basically means someone who is willing to disadvantage the community in order to 
advantage himself or herself. It’s really important to understand that wicked does not just describe 
murderers, rapists, and people like that. It just simply describes those people whose orientation in 
life is so selfish that, if necessary, I will disadvantage others to advantage myself. At the end of the 
day, it’s all about me.  
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The righteous, then, is the opposite of that, the antithesis, which is the tzedek, one who is willing to 
disadvantage himself or herself in order to advantage the community. In other words, I’ll 
disadvantage myself for the good of others, in order that we can flourish in this community. The 
word justice which is listed twice in verse 4 is the Hebrew word mishpat. It’s basically a word that 
means giving someone their due. It has the idea of fairness, of justice, giving someone their due 
both positively and negatively, but without respect to race, to socioeconomics, to gender, whether 
it’s an orphan or a widow or an immigrant. It’s the idea that it’s a culture that is fair, that gives 
everybody a chance.  
 
Basically, if you put the recipe together, when a community is made up of the righteous, the tzedek, 
you have a community of people who, if necessary, will disadvantage themselves in order to 
advantage the larger community, creating a community of true justice, where everyone is treated 
rightly and fairly, regardless of who they are. This, then, creates what the Old Testament would 
refer to as shalom—not just peace, but the idea of wholeness or a place of mutual flourishing. It’s a 
place where everybody has a chance, and everybody flourishes in this community.  
 
But when the wicked overpower the righteous, then it’s no longer truly a community, but rather just 
a collection of individuals where each person is in it for themselves and, if necessary, I will 
disadvantage the community in order to advantage myself. At that point, justice becomes perverted; 
there is no shalom. Rather than mutual flourishing, it becomes kind of the law of the jungle, and the 
culture begins to slowly disintegrate into chaos. That’s basically then what Habakkuk is seeing is: 
The wicked have overpowered the righteous. There is no justice; there is no fairness; there is no 
shalom. And he’s crying out to God, “God, why would You allow this? Why wouldn’t You do 
something to stop it?”  
 
Now this happens to be a question I get fairly often as a pastor: If your God is so good, if He’s so 
loving and compassionate, how do you explain all the evil in the world? How do you explain this 
evil that was done to me? And where was God when this was happening to me? I get that question 
quite often. I understand that question and it’s a legitimate question. But usually my response is: 
What would you like God to do? Should God just kill everyone who’s evil? Then who defines evil? 
And how evil is too evil? And if your brother or your sister or your husband or your wife or your 
child or your best friend is evil, should God just kill them? Isn’t it true that you were evil before you 
came to Christ? Should God have just killed you? Where does that start and stop? Who decides 
that? Who’s evil enough for God to kill them? So you end up with nothing left but trusting God as 
the sovereign God to do what He knows is best, understanding sometimes that makes sense to me, 
and sometimes it doesn’t. So God responds in verse 5:  
 

“Look among the nations! Observe!  
Be astonished! Wonder!  
Because I am doing something in your days— 
You would not believe if you were told.”  
  

Now you have to imagine in this moment, Habakkuk is saying, “Finally! I’ve been crying out to 
God year after year, and finally God’s going to do something! Hallelujah!” But he has no idea what 
God’s about to do. Verse 6: 
 

“For behold, I am raising up the Chaldeans (the Babylonians),  
That fierce and impetuous people  
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Who march throughout the earth  
To seize dwelling places which are not theirs.  
They are dreaded and feared.  
Their justice and authority originate with themselves.” (Vs. 6-7) 
 

So Habakkuk is calling out for God to do something, and God says, “I’m going to do something that 
you cannot even begin to imagine.” And Habakkuk says, “Hallelujah!” And God says, “I’m raising 
up the wicked, evil Babylonians.” And you have to imagine at that moment, Habakkuk says, “I’m 
sorry, what…what did You say?”  In other words, “If you thought Judah was wicked, you ain’t 
seeing nothin’ yet.”  
 
It’s interesting how they are described, the Babylonians, in verse 7: dreaded and feared, their 
justice, their mishpat, and authority originate with themselves. In other words, they define for 
themselves what is right. We would probably say, “Might makes right”. And right is whatever they 
need it to be in order to get their way. A lot of people in the world, including a lot of people in our 
nation, believe relativism is the way to peace. Relativism—there are no absolutes. Pluralism—all 
roads lead to God.  Because, if you stand on an absolute, that causes war and killing so a lot of 
people buy into that. But at the end of the day, it’s actually just the opposite. As long as there is no 
absolute standard and there is no absolute truth, eventually someone will take over, and the majority 
will dominate the minority, and right and wrong, and good and evil will simply be defined by the 
majority as what is necessary in order to win. That’s what verse 7 is saying, that at the end of the 
day, justice is whatever they need it to be in order to prevail. Verse 8:  
 

“Their horses are swifter than leopards  
And keener than wolves in the evening.  
Their horsemen come galloping, their horsemen come from afar;  
They fly like an eagle swooping down to devour.  
All of them come from violence.  
Their horde of faces moves forward.  
They collect captives like sand.  
They mock at kings,  
And rulers are a laughing matter to them.  
They laugh at every fortress  
And heap up rubble to capture it.  
Then they will sweep through like the wind and pass on.” (Vs. 8-11a) 

 
A very graphic description of the power of the Babylonians and their army—they have crushed the 
Assyrians; they have crushed the Egyptians, and there’s nothing left than to sweep in and to crush 
those in Judah and haul the remainders off into captivity. It is an absolutely terrifying description. 
Verse 11: 
 

But they will be held guilty.  
They whose strength is their god. (Vs. 11b) 

 
There isn’t another nation that will stop them, but God will stop them. There is this difficult 
theology. I mean the text clearly says in verse 6, God says, “I am raising up the Babylonians.” So 
does that mean God is for evil? Does that mean God applauds this? Does that mean God wants that? 
I can see somebody praying in the midst of that, “God, we know this is Your sovereign will,” 
because I hear people say things like that all the time. And it almost sounds like you are saying God 
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favors tragedy; God favors evil; God favors pain and suffering in the world. I would say sometimes 
we need to be careful that we aren’t claiming what we don’t really know. There is confusion with a 
sovereign God. I understand that. Sometimes it’s hard to figure out what exactly is going on. But at 
the end of the day, God is not for evil, God is not writing the Babylonians a blank check and saying, 
“It’s okay because I’m using evil to bring forth good.” Just the opposite: “I will judge them for their 
action.”  
 
You know, it’s interesting how geography affects our view of God. For example we in America, in 
a land of plenty, in a lifestyle that is probably better than anywhere else in the world, we easily 
embrace the idea of the love of God. What people struggle with is the concept of a God of 
judgment. That’s offensive to people. How could God be a God of judgment? He’s a God of love. 
Over the last few years, even to the point of, “Maybe there isn’t even a hell,” and, “Let’s explain 
away a hell,” and, “Maybe everybody gets into heaven and it’s one big happy family,” because we 
just can’t cope with the idea of a God of judgment.  
 
But in most places in the world, it’s actually the opposite. When everything that you have loved and 
cared about has been murdered or raped or tortured, you easily embrace the idea of a God of 
judgment.  That’s all you have left. All you have left is, “Maybe when the story is told, God will 
judge them for what they have done.” What they struggle with is the concept of a God of love. How 
could God be loving in the midst of such horror and pain and suffering? Geography dramatically 
affects one’s view of God. But at the end of the day, the Scriptures would be clear: God is both a 
God of love and a God of judgment. As a matter of fact, I would say it is precisely because He is a 
God of love that He must be a God of judgment.  
 
In verse 12, Habakkuk then responds; he’s processing this: 
 

Are You not from everlasting,  
O LORD, my God, my Holy One?  
We will not die. (Vs. 12a) 

 
Now, clearly Habakkuk is a godly man. He has a very strong view of God, a correct view of God. 
He has a deep theology and he’s reaching deep into his theological bag to grab hold of what he 
needs at this moment of his life. So he acknowledges: “God, I know You are everlasting; You are 
God.” He refers to Him as LORD, all caps, meaning Yahweh, Jehovah, “You are the God that 
made a promise to us. You are our personal God. You are Elohim; You are God, You are God of the 
universe. You are the Holy One; You are set apart; You are unlike any other god.” He knows that. 
And that’s why he says, “We will not die.” He’s referring to the fact that I know that You are God 
and I know that You are Yahweh. You’ve made a promise and I know that You’ll keep that promise 
so we can’t all be wiped out because then You will not be able to keep Your promise. So something 
has to happen here because there is still the fulfillment of the promise that God made to them as a 
nation. That’s what Habakkuk is saying.  
 

You, O LORD, have appointed them (the Babylonians) to judge;  
And You, O Rock, have established them to correct.  
Your eyes are too pure to approve evil,  
And You cannot look on wickedness with favor. (Vs. 12b-13a) 
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So he knows that God isn’t for evil; He’s not for violence; He’s not for wickedness. Even though 
He’s going to use the Babylonians to discipline and correct His people, God’s not for that behavior. 
But this is the tension:  

Why do You look with favor  
On those who deal treacherously?  
Why are You silent when the wicked swallow up  
Those more righteous than they? (Vs. 13b) 

 
So here’s the tension: “God, I know that You are not for evil; I know that You are not for violence 
and wickedness and pain and suffering.” He has the right theology, but then he can’t figure out: 
Then why You are doing this? Then why would You raise up the Babylonians to inflict that on us as 
Your people?  
 
I think sometimes there’s a tendency to think that if I have a high view of God and a right theology 
that takes all the tension out of the struggles of life. I would suggest to you it’s probably the 
opposite. When you have a messed up, warped view of God, and difficult times come—things 
happen in the world that makes no sense—it just kind of filters into a warped view of God.  It’s kind 
of like, “Who knows? God’s all messed up anyway.”  But the more you have a correct view of God, 
a high view of God, of God’s sovereignty, that you say, “I believe with all my heart God is good 
and God is righteous and He’s loving and He’s gracious and He’s faithful and He’s merciful...I 
believe that with all my heart,” which then creates the tension with the circumstances of life—then, 
“I don’t get this...I don’t get this. This doesn’t seem to fit in alignment with who I know God to be.” 
That’s basically what Habakkuk is saying.  “God, I can’t make sense of this because it seems so 
contrary to who You are.”  
 
He does make a rather interesting statement in verse 13 when he refers to the people of Judah as 
being more righteous than the wicked Babylonians. This is the same Habakkuk who a few verses 
earlier said, “God, these people are so wicked, so violent, so rebellious, so destructive; why don’t 
You do something to them?” But now, when God is raising up the Babylonians who seem so much 
worse, then he’s saying, “God, why would You do that and use the wicked people to punish the 
righteous?” And maybe he’s referring to the righteous still among them in the nation that will also 
suffer the same consequences. But it does raise a rather interesting question: Which wickedness do 
you think is more offensive to God—the wickedness of the godless pagans or the wickedness 
among God’s own people?  It’s easy to look at the wickedness in the world that’s going on by 
people that don’t know God, and throw stones at them and complain, but frankly, I would expect 
that behavior from them. They don’t know God. They are enslaved to sin. I would expect them to 
rebel against God. That actually makes sense.  
 
What’s harder to make sense of is the wickedness among God’s own people. How do we explain 
that? How do we explain people that just sin in the face of God and it doesn’t seem to faze them? 
And in God’s economy, how does He look at one versus the other? The New Testament actually 
says that right now, in this time period, God is much more focused on His own people, on His 
church, on His bride, judging and purifying His bride. Someday He will judge the wicked, the 
godless, the pagans, but right now His concentration is on His own people, that we would be 
disciplined and corrected in order that we would experience the life that He offers and be a light 
into the darkness.  The text goes on, verse 14:  
 

Why have You made men like the fish of the sea,  
Like creeping things without a ruler over them?  
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The Chaldeans bring all of them up with a hook,  
Drag them away with their net,  
And gather them together in their fishing net.  
Therefore they rejoice and are glad.  
Therefore they offer a sacrifice to their net  
And burn incense to their fishing net;  
Because through these things their catch is large,  
And their food is plentiful.  
Will they therefore empty their net  
And continually slay nations without sparing? (Vs. 14-17) 

 
Basically the last part of Chapter 1 is just a graphic imagery that the Judeans are like fish in the sea, 
and the Babylonians are just going to throw out their net; they are going to catch them; they are 
going to hook them; they are going to drag them off into captivity and make their lives miserable.  
Chapter 1 ends without the tension resolved. Nobody walks away this morning, saying, “Oh, I get 
it,” because you still feel the tension deeply. For those who struggle, trying to make sense of your 
circumstances in life right now, we leave it unresolved and continue the discussion next week.  
 
But in the meantime, just some closing thoughts: It can be rather challenging to apply Old 
Testament national theology from the Old Testament to us today in 2015. You can’t just take the 
national promises and statements of the Old Testament and act like that applies to the United States 
of America. It doesn’t. We are not an ethnic people; we don’t have a promised land. It’s just not the 
same. As a matter of fact, if you are going to go as close as you can get to a correlation, it would be 
much more the people of God, the church around the world representing the people of God, as the 
Hebrew people were the people of God in the Old Testament.  
 
So let’s just think about that—not just Lincoln Berean church, but the church in America. There’s 
no question that our nation was founded on Christian principles. The founders were a mix of 
different beliefs, but they had respect for God, for God’s Word; they drew a lot of their early 
documents out of the pages of Scripture. That is clear. And for the majority of time in our nation, 
the church has had a significant influence in the culture. So here’s the question: Why don’t we 
anymore...why don’t we anymore? The church has really lost her influence in our culture. We are 
becoming a secular nation.  The church has moved to the sideline, considered to be for the most part 
irrelevant, and the nation has moved on, which raises an interesting question: What did we do with 
our influence when we had it? What did we do with our influence when we had it? Were our 
communities defined by shalom? Was the church defined by people who would disadvantage 
themselves in order to advantage the community? Did the church pour herself into communities in 
the name of Jesus to make it possible for everyone to flourish? Or did the church consume her 
resources on herself, building little kingdoms, promoting a theology of health, wealth and 
prosperity, withdrawing into fortresses to hide from the world and consume our resources on 
ourselves? And more and more, the culture considered us to be irrelevant.  
 
So now here we find ourselves in 2015, and the church across America is pushed to the curb. Before 
we’re too quick to throw stones at everybody else, we need to wrestle with the question: “Why is 
that? What happened? Why did we lose our influence? Does it have something to do with what we 
did when we did have significant influence?” The one thing I know is Lincoln Nebraska is not 
Chicago; it’s not New York City; it’s not Los Angles. This is still a different community. The 
chance for the church to have significant influence is still very high. We have people in our city, 
leaders in our city—they want to help; they want to partner up; they want help in addressing the 
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concerns within our city that bother all of us. Lincoln Berean alone is six thousand strong. Without 
question, we do have the capacity to be the church and to make a significant difference in changing 
our community as we partner up with others who want to see something different. We do have the 
chance to disadvantage ourselves at times in order to advantage the community, to see justice 
prevail, to see a creation of a level of shalom, where everyone can flourish regardless of who they 
are—in the name of Jesus.  
 
One of the things that excites us as leaders is: Lincoln Berean has a tremendous service culture, just 
absolutely tremendous. So many people are involved in so many ways, making so many things 
happen in the name of Jesus—so many people doing things on this campus to pour into people’s 
lives—in the last ten years or so, out into the community, involved in so many ways—thousands of 
people making a difference.   
 
It may be too late for the church in America; I don’t know. But this I do know; it’s not too late for 
the church in Lincoln, Nebraska. We still have the freedom and the capacity to influence dramatic 
change in our community for good, to bring about a level of shalom, to give people a taste of the 
kingdom to come in the name of Jesus that others might come to know our Savior.  
 
The last two weeks of May, Mark’s going to be talking more about this. Habakkuk is kind of a 
primer for that conversation. But my prayer would be that we realize right now, in our lifetime, in 
Lincoln, Nebraska, our day has not passed, and we still have an opportunity to make a significant 
difference in our community—so that people across our community would say, “I don’t know 
exactly what those Lincoln Berean people believe, but I do know this is a better community because 
they are here.” May that be so, in the name of Jesus!  
 
 
 
 

Our Father, we celebrate Your church but we acknowledge Your church 
throughout the last two thousand years has often struggled to be faithful, just like 
Your people in the old covenant. But, God, we can’t change the past. What we 
have now in 2015 is Your people, is Your church. God, I pray You would energize 
Your vision to be the church in this community to make a difference in the name of 
Jesus, that others might come to know our Savior, in whose Name we pray. Amen.  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
 

*Scripture taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE 
Copyright 1960, 1962, 1963, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1987, 1988, 

The Lockman Foundation.  Used by permission. 
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